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When a brazen beam of sunlight shook Maggie awake in the morning, her husband 
was lying in the bed beside her where she had thrown him last night, tangled in the shaggy 
green sheets. His arms and legs stuck at odd angles over the side of the bed, and a few fingers 
grazed the soft carpeting of their bedroom. She pushed herself up and kicked the covers off, 
before sighing and moving around to his side.  
The man shone brightly in the morning sun. He was made of metal: steel and 
aluminum; Maggie built him on the oil-stained carpet in the cramped studio apartment she 
owned before the house. Back then, she had just graduated from college and was 
overwhelmed by the loneliness that accompanies endless possibility. Connecting all his bits 
and pieces gave her a thrill she had never been able to find again. 
Now, just as she had every morning for the last twelve years, Maggie clicked his limbs 
back into place and turned the small crank on the side of his head. His eyelids pulled up into 
his brow, opening cold eyes to the world. Then, with effort, she sat her husband up. After 
grabbing a large clock key from the bedside table, she stuck it into the slot on his back and 
began to wind him up. While gritting her teeth against the sharp, metallic grinding of the 
ratchet twisting the mainspring, she pushed until the key clunked and stopped. Then, she 
whipped it out of his back and tucked it under her arm, blinking and quickly shuffling out of 
the room as her husband buzzed behind her. 
His eyes glowed with dim energy as he came to life for another day. His movements 
were jerky and algorithmic; joint by joint, he turned his body piecemeal and rose out of the 
bed. He clunked across the floor towards the door, and his arm knocked against the 
doorframe, carving a deep gouge in the wood and sending his forearm spinning around the 
elbow. 
“Good morning, honey!” Maggie heard his voice from her place in the kitchen down 
the hallway. She didn’t respond. After hearing the same recorded greeting every morning 
since the beginning of their life together, it had lost all meaning to her. Some days, she felt 
that the hyper-futuristic coffee machine which bubbled beside her was smarter than her 
husband. Smarter than herself. 
She glanced at the calendar. July 16th. “Hey, remember we’re meeting the Carsons for 
a hike today.” 
“Yes, honey.” When the husband clicked into the kitchen, a stray bolt fell from 
somewhere in his frame and hit the ground. Maggie watched as it clattered over the 
whitewashed tiles and bumped against her foot. With a kick, she sent it sailing across the 
room, past her husband’s motionless head, and fell behind the refrigerator. She used to care 
enough to worry about his lost pieces. But not anymore, and the years of neglect had caused 
her husband to lose all the bells, whistles, and flashy lights which had once made him 
beautiful. Maggie watched the distorted reflection of herself on his surface. 

When Maggie parked the car at the Weeping Rock trailhead, just outside of 
Loftington, North Carolina, Melissa and Alvin Carson were already waiting there, with 
matching hiking gear and walking sticks. They grinned as Maggie grabbed her own 
equipment from the trunk of her car and crunched over the rough gravel towards them. 
“Hey Em!” Melissa beamed and gave Maggie a huge hug. “How have you been?” 
“Alright, I suppose.” Maggie returned the smile and gave Alvin a hug as well. “How 
are you two?” 
“I’d be better if Melissa hadn’t dragged me out of bed to climb another rock.” 
“Shut up babe, you know you love it.” 
Maggie’s husband stomped up beside them and stood stock-still, looking down the 
trail to where it began to climb the mountain. Alvin flinched as some sunlight flashed off of 
the wind-up man’s body and blazed in his eyes. He subtly inched closer to his wife. He had 
never seen anything as cold and unemotional as the man before in his life. 
Maggie pointedly ignored her husband. “Alright then! I wouldn’t want to keep Alvin 
waiting.” She strode past them, stabbing the metal end of her walking stick into the ground 
with each step.  Alvin and Melissa quickly followed her, with Maggie’s husband dutifully 
bringing up the rear. 
A short ways down the path, Alvin pulled out a small digital camera and began to 
take pictures, pictures of small things, strange things. He took pictures of a dead stump 
covered in a putrid mold, a small beetle with brilliant, bright orange splotches that glowed in 
the sunlight, a bird’s nest that had fallen from a tree and the small, broken blue eggs which 
had been pitched from inside and narrowly missed a patch of plush pine needles.  
Shooting a wry glance at Maggie, who was chatting and laughing with Melissa, he 
dropped back a few paces and spun around. He began snapping pictures of Maggie’s husband, 
still tramping along the trail behind them. After taking the first few shots, he glanced at the 
display and swore. They had been ruined by a ghastly lens flare shining off of the man’s 
body. Next, however, he waited until the shade of a large tree passed overhead to take 
another. 
In the shot, Maggie’s husband was little more than a dull gray splotch. His eyes were 
dark, his face pointed towards the ground, his arms by his sides as he trudged forwards. 
Overall, he seemed to fade into the background of shady trees and underbrush so well that 
you might not even notice him. Alvin lost interest and turned back around, deeming him 
simply a poor photography subject. 

When the group stopped for lunch in a small clearing at the side of the trail, Melissa 
pulled out a large blanket for them to sit on. Maggie’s husband sank down on one side, while 
Maggie stayed close to the other two hikers. Melissa pulled her food out of her pack and 
nudged Alvin, pointing towards the mountain. 
“You see the top up there, babe, where those white rocks are? Looks kind of broken 
up, like there’s gouges in the side of the cliff?” 
Alvin peered through the tree branches and nodded. 
“That’s it, that’s Weeping Rock! Did I ever tell you how it got its name? Keep quiet, 
Maggie, I know you already know the story.”  
Maggie laughed. 
“No, you didn’t. How’s that?” 
“There’s an old legend. A girl and her lover were chased up there by the girl’s jealous 
suitor. The lover and the suitor knocked each other off the cliff, and the girl sat down and 
cried. She cried so long and so hard that her tears carved out the side of the mountain.” 
Melissa smiled brightly. “So, Weeping Rock!” 
Alvin wrapped an arm around her and kissed her head. “Don’t look so happy then, it’s 
supposed to be a sad story!” 
The three continued chatting and laughing as they ate their food. Maggie’s husband 
sat silently, watching a small, bright-striped lizard which was sunning itself on the warm 
metal of his knee. The others didn’t notice when his eyelids closed and his mechanical click 
click heartbeat slowly ground to a stop. 
They still didn’t notice when they stood up to leave and walked away without him 
following. Not until Alvin glanced back and tentatively asked “Maggie, did you mean to 
leave it back there?” 
Maggie spun on her heel, looking back at the clearing where they had eaten. “God 
dammit. Hold on a minute.” Melissa and Alvin followed her back over to her husband, 
where she grabbed the crank on his head and began furiously turning. “He used to stay 
wound up for days, but now he can barely make it through the morning, fuck!” She violently 
jammed the key into his back again and began to turn it. 
 Melissa and Alvin watched as Maggie’s husband slowly, creakily came back to life. 
The bright lizard jumped off and buried itself in the dry, powdery leaves on the forest floor 
as his eyes shuttered open and he creaked back to his feet. Maggie stepped behind him and 
shoved him towards the trail, causing him to slip and stumble a bit before, with a hiss of 
steam, he stabilized himself. 
 “Come on, let’s get moving!” Maggie stamped up the trail, and the rest of them 
followed behind her. 

 They made slow progress up the mountain, often having to stop and wait as Maggie’s 
husband slowly picked his way over rocks and roots. Maggie was growing more and more 
frustrated with him as they climbed, and it showed in the way she jabbed her walking stick 
into the ground, carving deep divots in the loamy earth. She felt as if her whole life alternated 
between rushing forward and waiting for him to catch up. 
 Alvin and Melissa walked slightly ahead, talking and laughing together, and Maggie 
watched them with more than a little resentment. Meeting her friends was always bittersweet, 
and over the years she watched them build their life together while her husband grew cold, 
slow, and dull. When she created him, built him from the scrap metal she picked up from her 
old college lab, he had been brilliant, built to very precise specifications and, she thought, to 
last a lifetime, and be the perfect husband. But the years had worn away both of them, and 
after so much work keeping him running when he seemed so intent on falling apart, piece by 
rusty piece, she had lost all hope that he would ever be anything more than an oddity, 
something for people to meet and wonder about.  
 Maggie found herself walking beside her husband, matching her light, practiced steps 
with his heavy stumbles over the ground. “Hey, you. Why don’t you say something?” She 
shivered. In the mountain air, her skin felt just as cold as his. 
 “What should I say, dear?” Maggie bristled at the response, which she had heard a 
million times, like all the rest of her husband’s repertoire. 
 “I don’t know. Not that.” 
Her husband scanned the forest. His sensitive eyes could pick out every small flitting 
of a sparrow, every flash of beetle iridescence, every small beady eye in the underbrush which 
the other hikers missed. Years ago, he would have found it beautiful. But over his time with 
Maggie, he had lost that feeling somewhere. 
“There are many animals in this forest.” 
“Yeah, no fucking kidding.” 
“You are angry. I am sorry.” 
Maggie sighed. “Look at them.” She pointed at the other two, still walking ahead of 
them. “Why can’t we talk like that anymore?” 
“I am sorry.” 
“We don’t have that anymore. Why can’t you talk to me, for real?” 
“I am sorry.” 
Maggie kicked a rock off the trail. “Well, you know what? I don’t want you around 
anymore. I am sorry.” She glanced at her husband. “How do you feel about that?” 
“I do not understand. I am sorry.” He walked past Maggie and continued trekking up 
the mountain. 

At the peak of Weeping Rock, the sky was gloomy and overcast. The trail spilled the 
group out onto a wide slab of stone which almost seemed to teeter on the edge of the cliff, 
seemingly lashed to the ground by a few scraggly, bent trees. Melissa immediately ran to the 
edge and peered over the side. 
“Whoa, come look at this you guys! This is great!” 
Alvin and Maggie walked up beside her. Beneath them, long grooves ran down the 
solid rock face, dotted and speckled all over with moss and lichens. The marks ended at the 
bottom of the rock face in a lush valley, so packed with trees that the hikers couldn’t see the 
forest floor. The treetops extended far from the cliff, deeper into the mountain range. Alvin 
pulled out his camera and began snapping pictures. Maggie’s husband simply stood by one of 
the gnarled trees. 
“Well, should we head back?” Melissa asked after a few minutes. The novelty of the 
view had worn off the three very quickly. 
“Yeah, I’d say so.” Alvin stowed his camera in his bag and turned back towards the trail. 
“You two go on.” Maggie said. “I’ll catch up.” 
Melissa and Alvin left, and Maggie stood at the edge of Weeping Rock. She turned her 
head back towards her husband. “Come over here for a minute.” 
He dutifully stomped over beside her. Bits of rock and dust crunched beneath his feet. 
“Yes, dear?” 
“Look at this. This view. What do you think of it?” 
He scanned the horizon. A large falcon looped out of the trees, diving back in with a 
ripple of leaves. 
“We are over three thousand and five hundred feet high. This height leads to visibility 
of over a mile of lush-“ 
“No, god dammit! I don’t care!” She pointed out over the forest. “What do you think? 
How do you feel now that you’ve seen this?” 
Her husband blinked. “I do not understand. I am sorry, dear.” He could see tears 
glistening in his wife’s eyes. Something, some long-dead circuit, sparked and fizzled, and he 
knew that this was the last thing he wanted to see. 
“It’s okay.” Maggie gulped. The cold mountain air made the tear tracks on her face sting. 
“I know. You don’t understand.” She grabbed her husband’s hand and gripped it tightly for a 
moment, running her fingers over the cool steel, the notches that hummed and rumbled with 
his heartbeat. “And I am sorry, dear. I’m sorry for us.” She let go, pulled her husband’s key out 
of her backpack, and tossed it over the side of the rock. Then, placing a firm hand on her 
husband’s back, she pushed. 
Maggie walked away as she heard the cacophony of clangs and crashes cascading down 
the side of Weeping Rock. She didn’t have to stop and wait, to make sure her husband was 
behind her. She didn’t have to pretend not to know what he would say next, and she felt the 
weight of that responsibility tumble down the mountain with him. Grasping her walking stick 
in her hand, she bounded down the trail, back towards home. 

At the bottom of the cliff, Maggie’s husband lay in a pile of broken twigs and brambles, 
in a gentle crosshatched pattern of sunlight falling through the leaves. His fall had carved deep 
gouges in his plating, matching those which scarred the face of Weeping Rock. It had jostled 
him, shaken him, knocked pieces loose and then back into place again, in a new order. It had 
knocked Maggie out. 
He sat up. His key lay beside him, in the grass, and he grabbed it and rotated his arm 
behind his back, clicking it into place in its slot. After a few turns, he picked himself up and 
looked around. A small lizard skittered over his foot, tasting the air. The warm trees seemed 
to glow all around him, and the forest buzzed in tune with the twisting gears inside of him. 


















The Language of Flowers 
 
 Ernest Leavens owned a small flower shop, Ernest’s Blooms. He knew how to raise 
them, arrange them, sell them, and give meaning to them. For thirteen years, he had kept the 
shop clean and pristine, full of poppies (remembrance) and pansies (thought) and 
chrysanthemums (optimism) bursting from pots and planters all over the storefront, a bright 
splash of color in the midst of Raleigh. Ernest thought Raleigh could use it, it is a very brown 
city.  
 Ernest loved flowers, because he was in charge. He knew how fast they would grow, 
what colors they would be, and which bouquets he would have for sale on any given day. 
When everything else in his life had seemed to spiral out of control, flowers were the one 
thing he could still have faith in. 
 Ernest stood inside of Ernest’s Blooms. The poppies and pansies were gone, and all 
that could be seen inside was a flat darkness, the flat counter, and a flat sadness on his face. 
He saw the back of large sign on the front of the plate window, read in shadowy, black 
letters SSENISUB FO TUO.  
 He couldn’t understand why people wouldn’t buy flowers anymore. They seemed like 
such a simple, easy thing. A quick gift to give to someone you loved. Ernest thought people 
just didn’t care like they used to. The city was tough and hard, and he hated it for that. He 
heard his phone rang, and it echoed in his head. 
 “Hello, this is Ernest.” 
 “Um… Hi, Ernie.” 
Ernest’s eyes widened, and against his wishes, his heart started to race. He hadn’t heard this 
voice in a long time. 
 “It’s me, Macy. Look… I know we haven’t talked since we broke up in college, and 
you moved out to Raleigh, but, um... well, I heard that your store went out of business.” 
 “Macy, I didn’t know you even knew about the store!” 
 “I know, I’m sorry. I kept up with you! I just… thought it would be weird to talk.” 
 There was an awkward silence for a few moments. 
 “Look, Ernie… do you want to come visit for a while? It would be nice to catch up, 
and I could, I don’t know, help you figure out what to do somehow. Or do you already have 
plans?” 
 Ernest chuckled dryly. “Yeah, right, as if.” 
 “Oh, sorry, I-“ 
 “No!” He sighed. “No, I’m sorry. Honestly… I’d love to come. Where are you 
nowadays?” 
 “I’m still in Harleston!” Her voice sounded much brighter. “Thirteen years and I 
haven’t gotten myself out of Tennessee. Ok! I’ll see you soon then! Well, soonish.” 
 Ernest laughed. “It was good to hear from you, Macy. It’s… kind of exactly what I 
needed right now. You know this is stupid, right?” 
 “Then we’ll be stupid together!” And she hung up. 
Ernest left the building for the last time and began to walk to his car. He glared at a man on a 
ladder painting a storefront up the road. At the bottom of the ladder, there was a nearly-full 
can of bright crimson paint. With a clang, Ernest kicked the can over, sloshing angry red 
stains over the sidewalk, and ran down the street, dodging obscenities from the painter as the 
city ticked on without him. 

 The next day, Ernest chugged down the interstate in his beaten-down Camry. He had 
brought his clothes, some food and other items like medicine, and a few boxes of flower 
seeds which he hadn’t trashed, with some of his favorites, like hyacinth (constancy), Queen 
Anne’s Lace (safe haven), and gardenia (secret love). He had a small satchel with him, 
holding only his wallet, his cell phone, and a cold, black Beretta. Ernest had always thought 
that those three things could keep him prepared for anything. 
 His car sputtered down the highway past the long lines of trees. The radio was off, 
and Ernest was thinking to himself over the buzz of the road beneath the tires. And the cars 
flying past. He was nervous to go back, nervous to see Harleston and visit Macy. She had 
been the love of his life back in college, but she had broken up with him. He never knew 
why. Just one of the many things that had whirled away from him in life, never to be seen 
again. At least, until now. He wasn’t sure it was a good idea to go back, but he had nothing 
else at the moment. On the median in the center of the interstate, Ernest saw a large patch of 
sunflowers (dedication). Their stalks arched their broad faces to the sun, and he drove. 

 After a couple hours of driving, around 5:00, Ernest pulled off and drove to a small 
restaurant and bar. It was a squat, wooden hutch of a building, with a front porch that 
sported multiple small tables, on which were scattered chess sets, checkers sets, and planters 
full of blossoming begonias (caution). A sign hanging on chains from the underside of the 
roof read The Moose Loft, despite an extraordinary lack of mooses in that area of the world. 
After he parked, Ernest grabbed his satchel and walked inside. 
 It was a calm, quiet place, set up to look like some sort of hunting lodge, although the 
distant sounds of traffic from the interstate did more to ruin that illusion than the owners 
could do to build it. A few tables were scattered around, with a few patrons sitting and 
eating. A modest bar stretched along the opposite wall from the entrance, punctuated by 
beer advertisements, and the woman standing behind it waved one long arm at Ernest. 
 “Come on in! Go ahead and sit at the bar here, we usually keep it for regulars, but it’s 
a slow day today.” 
 Ernest walked in and sat down. A TV in the corner of the room flashed the latest 
news story at him. 
 “Here’s a menu. What’s your name, bud?” 
 Ernest bristled. The woman wasn’t much older than he was. “Ernest. I’m just passing 
through.” 
 “Good to meet you! I’m Lara, the chef is Rod and he owns the place. That over there’s 
Harriet, and there’s-“ 
 Ernest tuned out her description of the other customers. He wasn’t interested in 
making friends, and judging by how fixated they were on their plates, none of them were 
either. He scanned the menu. Lots of comfort food. Not his favorite, but he could go for some 
comforting at the moment. 
 “I’ll just have the meatloaf.” 
 With the short clang of a bell, a man walked into the Moose Loft the minute Lara set 
a huge plate of meatloaf in front of Ernest. He walked straight up to the bar and, much to 
Ernest’s dismay, took the chair right beside him. Lara jumped on him in an instant. 
 “Now, how are you? I’m Lara, what can I get you?” 
 The man sighed and scratched at his neck. He had graying hair and was wearing, a 
clean, crisp outfit of khaki pants and a collared shirt tucked in at the waist. He looked 
incredibly put-together, like the kind of person Ernest hated with a passion. Always able to 
steer their life exactly the way they wanted it. 
 “Do you have barbecue? And a tea or something, I’ve got a long drive ahead of me and 
need it.” 
 “Sure, it’ll be coming right up.” 
 Ernest focused on his food, and the man watched the TV. 
 Just a few minutes later, Lara brought out a plate of steaming barbecue and a tall, 
dripping glass of iced tea. “Here you go, enjoy!” She stepped back and grabbed a glass to 
clean. “So where you coming from?” 
 “Over in Raleigh.” 
 Ernest subtly picked his head up and focused just enough to listen to their 
conversation. 
 “Oh, really? How’s things over there?” 
 The man waved an arm at the television set. “Turn on your TV. You’ll probably see 
it.” 
 With a questioning look, Lara grabbed a small black remote and clicked the TV on. A 
news channel popped onto the screen, the ticker at the bottom proclaiming in large block 
letters “FIRE IN RALEIGH”. Lara gasped and turned up the volume to hear the wide-smiled, 
toothy, blonde reporter on the screen. 
 “According to our sources, authorities believe the fire started in a small, closed-down 
flower shop. The ex-proprietor has reportedly left the city after going out of business. Police 
suspect arson as the probable cause of the fire, which swept across an entire block before 
being subdued by the Raleigh Fire Department. Damage and loss of life have not yet been 
reported.” 
 The picture cut to shots of a burned-out block of buildings. Scorch marks radiated 
from a small storefront in the center of the street, twisting and climbing up the walls of the 
block. Ernest choked and hacked a piece of meatloaf back onto his plate. He felt a nauseating 
mix of fear, rage, and confusion swirl in his stomach, and his food was suddenly much less 
appetizing. 
 “Rod, you’ve got to see this! Come on!” Lara ran into the back room. None of the 
other customers even batted an eye, and the barbecue man simply watched the screen. 
While she was gone, Ernest rose from his chair and slipped out the front door. 
 When he stepped off of the porch, he heard his phone ring in his pocket. He slipped it 
out with one willowy, trembling hand. 
 “Hey, Ernie.” 
 “Macy, oh god… Macy…” 
 “Ernie? What happened?” 
 “My shop. It… it burned down. There was a big fire, it burned down almost a whole 
block.” Ernest choked back a sob. 
 “Ok, Ernie, it doesn’t matter. That’s all over now. You’re still coming back, right? 
Where are you?” 
 “But Macy, they suspect arson, they said they-“ 
 “Ernie, it doesn’t matter. Where are you? How close?” 
 “No, Macy, they didn’t report damage-“ 
 “Ok Ernie, stop this. Who cares if-“ 
 “But what if someone was hurt! It could have caused a lot of-“ 
 “SHUT THE HELL UP!” Macy screamed in his ear. Ernest fell silent, quietly sobbing 
into the phone. 
 “Ernie, you’re gonna keep driving, and you’re gonna come see me. Right?” 
 Ernest didn’t respond. 
 “I said you’re gonna come see me, right?” 
 “Yes. I’ll keep going, Macy.” 
 She hung up. Ernest dropped his phone back into his pocket and kicked his foot in the 
chips of pavement scattered over the parking lot. Then, he turned back to the porch of the 
Moose Loft, but hesitated. Instead of going back inside, he walked to his car, got in, and 
drove away. 

 Ernest made it about two miles down the road before his car broke down. It sputtered 
and groaned as he dragged it over to the side of the road before finally dying with one last, 
theatrical hiss. Ernest sat behind the wheel for a minute, thinking. It wasn’t really a question 
of what to do, because he could only go forward or backward, but mentally goading himself 
to get out of the car and do something. He fingered at his phone in his pocket, but decided to 
grab his bag, pull himself up, and start walking back towards the Moose Loft. 
 Cars whizzed past him as blurs of color, each kicking up a fine trail of dust and debris 
from the roadside. Until he saw one car that seemed familiar. Ernest watched as it slowed 
and pulled over to the side of the highway just after it passed him. Then, the barbecue man 
from the Moose Loft stepped out and waved at him. 
 “Hey there, need a hand?” The man began to walk towards Ernest with his hand 
extended. “I don’t think we properly met. I’m Gerard, I was in the restaurant when you 
were.” 
 “Ernest.” Ernest grasped his hand and shook it. 
 “Did your car break down or something? Awful to be stuck out here.” The concern in 
his voice sounded almost condescending to Ernest. 
 “Yeah, a bit further up the road.” 
 “Well, come on then. You can hop in.” 
 Ernest wanted to refuse, but had no idea what he would do instead. Walk back to the 
Moose Loft and hope they could get someone out here to help, and then hope his car would 
even start again? And after he walked out without paying for his food. 
 “Ok. My car’s just a bit up ahead.” 
 Gerard’s car was much nicer than any Ernest had ever owned. It was as pleasant and 
unassuming as Gerard’s own suit, with a small air freshener scented with lavender (serenity). 
Ernest thought it was strangely appropriate. In the backseat, there was a long present, 
delicately wrapped with shining silver paper. 
 Gerard pulled back onto the highway, and it wasn’t long before they saw Ernest’s 
dirty wreck of a car ahead.  
 “That’s yours, isn’t it? We’ll try to find a garage or something next chance we get.” 
 Ernest watched it flash past them. The scrape he had never gotten fixed stood out 
against the faded paint. 
 “No, it’s alright.” 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “You’re headed the same way I was. I’ll just drive with you for a bit and figure things 
out from there.” 
 Gerard looked slightly uncomfortable, but didn’t protest. In a way, Ernest was glad he 
had thrown a kink into whatever plans he may have had. Ernest’s car disappeared around the 
bend behind them. 
 They rolled down the highway for hours, the uncomfortable silence only occasionally 
broken by Gerard’s half-hearted attempts to make conversation. He didn’t seem to like 
silence, so Ernest answered as little as possible. Whenever they passed a new exit, or town, 
Gerard would ask Ernest if he wanted to get out, with a bit of a hopeful tone to his voice. But 
every time, Ernest replied with a curt “no”, little more than a grunt of dissent. The trees 
flashed by, their shadows slowly growing longer and longer as the sun set in the sky, until 
eventually the trees themselves fell away and all that was left were dark, flat plains. 
 “So, how far are you going, Ernest?” Gerard asked. Ernest was leaning his head against 
the window. He felt drowsy and slow, bored from seeing the same scenery over and over 
again. He wouldn’t have burdened himself with answering, but if he didn’t he would fall 
asleep, and he would rather talk to Gerard than do that. 
 “I’m headed to Harleston, Tennessee.” He didn’t elaborate. 
 “Oh, that’s interesting.” The air freshener swished back and forth as they changed 
lanes. Gerard fidgeted in his seat. “I’m only headed as far as Nashville. For my daughter’s 
wedding! It’ll be great.” Ernest didn’t respond. “Only downside is seeing my ex-wife again.” 
Gerard laughed shakily, and the car fell silent. 
 Around ten o’clock, Gerard pulled off the road, stopping at a small hotel. He had a 
reservation for the night, but Ernest had to pay the skinny, twitchy old clerk at the front 
desk double the nightly rate, plus a little extra, just so they would clean out another room. A 
pot on the desk held a bundle of anthuriums (hospitality), but they were dead and dessicated, 
as if no one had cared for them in months.  
No sooner had he stepped in the door of his room and locked it behind him than he 
heard his phone begin to buzz in his pocket. 
 “Where are you, Ernie?” 
 “I’m in a hotel. My car broke down, but I met someone who’s driving me. I don’t like 
him very much.” 
 “Why? Because he’s a kinder man than you? Because he has a successful life and a 
daughter to invite him to her wedding?” 
 “I just don’t like him.” 
 Macy’s voice crackled and bit into Ernest’s ear over the phone. “He’s stopping in 
Nashville. How are you getting to me, Ernie? You better not stop halfway, Ernie. You can’t 
quit, you owe it to me. I’ve waited so patiently.” 
 “I know Macy, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I don’t know how to get to you, though. 
There’s nothing I can do, this room took most of my money, and I can’t get through all of 
Missouri by myself.” Ernest sat down on the side of the bed. The thin covers rustled under 
him. 
 “You could if you had a car. Why’d you leave your car behind, Ernest? Did you plan 
it, do you not want to see me?” 
 “No, I just thought-“ 
 “ERNEST!” Macy screamed in his ear, and Ernest flinched. “I don’t care what you 
thought! The minute Gerard leaves you, you’re stuck! Get a car, dammit, get HIS car if you 
have to! Just fucking figure it OUT!” The line went dead. 
 Ernest slumped his shoulders and began to sob. His phone slid out of his hand and hit 
the frayed carpet with a thud. The screen was completely black. It had been dead for twelve 
days. The walls swam and rippled as Ernest cried himself to sleep. 

 Ernest was up early the next morning, before the sun had completely risen. He filled a 
glass of water in his room, grabbed his bag, and left. The clerk wasn’t at the desk, but the pot 
of dry anthuriums had been replaced with one of anemones (fading hope). Ernest poured the 
water into the pot, and the flowers seemed to him to stand straighter, and regard him with a 
reproachful eye. 
 He slipped outside and searched for Gerard’s car. It was half melted into the daybreak 
shadows in the corner of the parking lot. He walked over, grabbing a large chunk of 
pavement that had crumbled out of the ground. After a moment of hesitation, he smashed 
the concrete into the driver’s side window. 
 The world exploded into sound, and the car alarm screams mingled with a scream 
from behind Ernest. 
 “WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING!” 
 Gerard ran out of the hotel doorway towards Ernest. “What are you doing to my car, 
asshole!” 
 Ernest dropped the concrete. “What? Why are you up?”  
 Gerard stopped dead. “Um, I mean… I was gonna, get the car ready…” 
 “Wait, you were going to leave me here! What the fuck!” 
 “And you just broke my car window, you fucking lunatic! Get out of here! You’re 
damn right I’m gonna leave you here!” Gerard continued to yell. Ernest’s mind was 
screaming at him, going a million different directions at once. He just knew if he didn’t get 
to Macy, she would be angry. So angry. Gerard kept making noise. He couldn’t concentrate, 
it needed to stop. He needed the car. Ernest reached into his bag and whipped out his 
Beretta. 
 There was an empty seat of honor at a wedding in Nashville that week. 

 Ernest rumbled down the highway in the car, holding the wheel in a tight white-
knuckle grip. The dead phone was on the passenger seat next to him. Macy was screaming at 
him. 
 “You fucking killed him, Ernie! You fucking killed him!” 
 “Macy, I didn’t know what to do, I just-“ 
 “You fucked things up again, Ernie! Just like you did with me! It’s ok, how close are 
you? Are you here yet?” 
 “No, Macy, I’m almost there, I promise, I just crossed into Tennessee.” 
 “You fucking come straight here, ok Ernie? You’ve got to get here soon now.” 
 “Ok, ok Macy, I promise, I-“ The car fell silent. 
 Ernest drove mindlessly for hours, until he came to the exit to Harleston. It was a 
small town, the kind of town where everybody knew everybody else, but nobody knew 
Ernest anymore. It had been too long. 
 Ernest parked the car at an old church, where bright green vines twirled up the old, 
scarred walls. He walked down a small trail to the cemetery behind it. In the middle of a row 
of graves was a small headstone, engraved with a cross and the name “Macy Holden”. In the 
small black vases in front of the stone, Ernest placed a bundle of tulips (perfect love), and 



















 The light blazing from inside the Moose Loft was almost enough to drown out the 
washed-out moon peeking through the clouds overhead. A dark figure creaked its way 
towards the front door, dragging its feet across the grass-broken parking lot towards the back 
of the building. It quietly slipped in through a small door at the back. 
 Inside, the Loft was a roiling blend of raucous talking and laughter. Men and women 
of all types sat at the table, drinking and eating, playing cards or other games. A woman 
named Lara stood at the bar, watching over it all with a slight smile on her face. Beside her, a 
line of glasses tottered their way down the counter, filling themselves at the taps as 
customers gave Lara their orders. She was running through prices and tabs in her head, 
keeping track of just how much each of the many customers owed that night. A sudden crash 
and a yell from the kitchen behind her broke her out of her reverie. “Hey, watch the bar,” 
she yelled at one of the moose heads lining the wall. It nodded, and she ran through the 
swinging door to the kitchen. 
The Moose Loft kitchen was simple but functional, filled with pots pans, and all the 
appliances needed to keep the bar running. The Moose Loft’s owner and chef, Rod, kept it 
well stocked with many different ingredients, both usual and unique. He was a tidy man who 
looked about 70, with a neatly-trimmed beard and hair the same color as his chef’s outfit. 
Certainly not the kind of person to cause a mess in the kitchen, which is where he spent 
most of his time to avoid the customers. So the first thing that caught Lara’s eye was the mess 
of smashed and ruined jars at some shelves in the back corner. 
These shelves were devoted to Lara’s own, more unnatural stock, and the jars which 
remained on them had plain, handwritten labels reading “dream sand”, plasdaholder and 
other unnatural names. The rest had contained equally rare materials which now wisped into 
the air from the mess of shattered glass on the tile floor. Beside the shelves, Rod fussed over a 
mechanical man who clicked and hummed as he scanned the room. 
“Rod? What the hell happened to my stuff?” Lara rushed over to the shelves and knelt 
down by the smashed jars. 
“Oh my new friend here accidentally knocked a few off the shelves, it’s alright.” Rod 
was wiping the man with a small rag, almost like a child playing with a new toy. 
Lara glared at him. “I hope he’s willing to pay for them, then!” 
The man turned towards her. “I am very sorry. I have no money.” 
“Well that figures. How did you get in here?” 
He raised a creaky hand and pointed at the door, which hung open to the night. Lara 
stomped over and slammed it closed. “Rod, this is why I keep telling you to lock this door, 
leave it hanging open and you’ll get all types in here!” 
Rod still fussed over the man. “Lara, you’re overreacting. Look, he doesn’t have 
anywhere to go!” 
She eyed them. “That true?” 
“Yes, miss. I have no home now.” 
Lara sighed. “What’s your name?” 
“I don’t have one.” 
“You must have really done yourself in, huh? Alright, I’m not one to turn out 
someone who needs a place to stay. Rod, put him to work so he can pay off my ingredients 
alright?” She disappeared back to the bar. 
“Yes, Lara, of course.” Rod absentmindedly waved a hand at the room. “Oh, she’s 
gone, bless.” He straightened up and regarded the man. “Know what, I’m gonna call you 
March.” 
The man blinked. “Why is that?” 
“It’s just a word I like.” Rod said dismissively. “Alright March, what can you do?” 
March glanced around the kitchen. He had a vague memory of most of the cookware 
and other items around the room, but no idea how to use any of them. “I do not know.” 
“Well, here.” Rod grabbed a broom from beside the shelves. “Get to work cleaning up 
those jars. Don’t worry, most of Lara’s ingredients won’t try to hurt you.” March took the 
broom and began to sweep. 

Lara glanced at a man currently trying to slip a poker chip into the large jukebox in 
the corner of the room. “March, we need to cut Albert off. That’s the third time he’s tried 
getting a song playing, and he’s not turning any smarter.” 
With a click, March slotted his key into his back, and glanced towards Albert. “Do 
you want me to remove him, Lara?” 
“No, he can stay, just no more alcohol. He’s enough of a pain even when he’s not 
throwing up on my floors. Don’t know what Mrs. Hartman feeds him, but it smelled like 
shit.” 
The door swung open, and with a blast of frigid night air, a tall man strode into the 
Moose Loft. He was bundled in a large, vibrant jacket and scarf that made him look like a fat 
ball of multicolored yarn, if not for a tall black stovepipe hat on his head. The face peeking 
out from between fabric folds was peaked and pasty, with twinkling beady black eyes. They 
looked like chocolate in cookie dough. 
“Hello! May I have a drink please?” The newcomer had the kind of voice which was 
used to talking, and not quietly. March didn’t notice the ways his eyes quickly suspiciously 
scanned the room, or the way they lingered for an instant on March as he stood winding his 
key. Lara did. 
“Course you can, that’s what we’re here for!” She beckoned the man over, half out of 
courtesy and half to break his eyes away from March. “What are you wanting?” 
“Oh boy, do you have Brandy? I could go for-“ 
“H-hey mizzz Laraa!” Albert stomped over to the bar. “Damn jukebockss won’t take 
my quarter.” He burped and slammed a Budweiser bottle cap on the counter. 
Lara glared at him. “What the hell happened to your poker chip?” 
“Whaddaya mean? Never mind.” With a shaky hand, Albert slid the bottle cap across 
the countertop. “Gimme another.” 
“Albert that’s a bottle cap. And even if it weren’t, you can’t get a beer for a quarter.” 
“Lara, izz your sight good? That’s a… a half-dollar. I’ve got more at home...” He 
leaned his head on the counter. 
“Oh boy. Ok, Albert, come on.” Lara walked around the bar and hoisted the man up. 
“Gonna go lie down for a bit. Watch the bar March.” She walked off, Albert clinging to her 
like he was lost at sea. 
With a click, March finished winding himself and stowed his key under the counter. 
The man watched him as he carefully poured a glass of brandy with perfect precision and 
creaked over to hand it to him. 
“March? That’s your name?” 
March looked at him. The man saw his eyes flicker and warp as they focused on him. 
“Yes, I am March.” 
“Well, pleasure to meet you, my metal man! I’m Kurt Harker, passing through town 
on the way to a show.” Kurt stuck his hand out across the bar. There was an awkward silence 
as March simply stared. By the time March realized he wanted a handshake and put his own 
hand out, Kurt was pulling his own back, which really just made the whole situation worse. 
“Anyway, I’ll cut to the chase. You know that show I mentioned earlier?” March 
nodded and opened his mouth, but Kurt cut him off. “Real corker of a show it is, believe you 
me. The name of that show? Quite proud of it really. ‘Kurt Harker’s Magical Mechanical 
Monstrosities.’ Real beauty isn’t it? We got the best of the best and the worst of the best, but 
it’s all the best! And now I got an offer for you, bud. You would be a STAR. You’re 
incredible, I just have to say. Absolutely stunning worksmanship. How do you feel about 
joining me on tour? See how it is for a bit, and maybe become a permanent part of the show! 
‘March the Metal Man’. Sounds like a show-stopper to me! Interested, friend?” 
March stood stock-silent. The gears in his head were grinding, quite literally. 
 Just at that moment, Lara returned from upstairs, looking haggard. Kurt quickly 
leaned away from March, unwrapping his coat and scarf from around himself. 
 “Sorry about that, now what can I get you?” Lara grabbed a glass from under the 
counter. 
 “Oh, it’s really no problem!” Kurt stretched a hand out to Lara as she stood tapping 
her fingers on the wooden countertop. “Kurt Harker, nice to meet you! Actually, I was 
wondering if you happen to have a spare room that I could rent? I’m going to be around for a 
while due to some business and need a place to stay.” 
 Lara shook his hand. “And what kind of business is that? We might have a few, but I 
like to know what kind of people I’m letting under this roof.” 
 Kurt reached into his pocket and pulled out a glossy business card, pressing it eagerly 
into Lara’s hands. “Oh, of course! Perfectly understandable. I was just telling your friend 
March here about it.” He gestured to March, who was silently watching the two talk. “’Kurt 
Harker’s Magical Mechanical Montrosities’. Quite proud of the name! But really, it’s a show 
that speaks for itself better than I ever could. Do you want to see it?” 
 “Thanks for the offer, but we should stay with the bar. Could be a busy night.” 
 “Lara, may I go?” March asked. 
 Kurt’s smile widened. Lara paused and glanced at March. She was surprised, because 
he didn’t often show much interest in events away from the bar. “Oh, what the hell, Rod will 
be alright on his own for a bit. It’s a slower night anyway. Let’s go, then.” Lara remembered 
how Kurt had looked at March when he came in, and she didn’t want to let him go on his 
own. 
 “Great! You won’t regret it, I promise! Come on then, let’s get going!” Kurt grabbed 
his coat and scarf and strode away from the bar. “We set up in an old lot a little ways from 
here. You’ll love it! The dogs are always a hit, but one of our star attractions is the 
fortuneteller…” He walked out the front door, still spouting insistent affirmations of his 
show’s uniqueness. March followed, and waited for Lara to tell Rod she was leaving. 
 As she left the bar, Lara whistled and yelled “Bruno!” A large German Shepherd, 
jolted awake, barked and followed her off the porch and to her car. 

 They drove for about twenty minutes, following Kurt to a wide open parking lot by a 
strip mall. There, a few large trailers surrounded a small cluster of tents, each with garish, 
brightly-lit signs blazing in front of them. It was utterly deserted. March stood in the center 
of the area, reading announcements such as “TRUE ALCHEMY! TURN YOUR LEAD INTO 
GOLD” and “MAKE YOUR LIFE BETTER WITH THE SELF-IMPROVER MACHINE” but 
before he could choose an attraction to visit, Kurt grabbed him by the shoulders and began to 
guide him towards a small, domed tent at the very center. 
 “This way, this way! I want to show you our star attraction first thing! You’re going to 
love it! Come on, you too Lara!” 
 “Alright, alright. Come on, Bruno.” The dog dutifully followed close at her heels. 
 The tent looked like the centerpiece of a large banquet table, gaudy and bright, with 
flowery decorations clinging to the walls. The outside was decorated with stylized gears, the 
center of which had been drawn to look like eyes. In bright blue letters over the small 
entrance, March read “THE DREAD DRAGON”. Then a glint from the left caught his eye. 
His head swiveled, and he saw a small, drab brown tent. A small sign stabbed into the 
ground, almost as an afterthought, read “The Fortuneteller.” 
 March planted his feet firmly in the tough earth. “What is the fortuneteller?” he 
asked Kurt, who still had his hands clasped on March’s shoulders.  
 “Oh, that?” Kurt stopped and sighed. “A tragedy is what it is. I thought it would be a 
big seller. The world’s only true perpetual motion machine! Always running, and it doesn’t 
need to be turned on or off! Plus, it’s intelligent!” He laughed. “Intelligent my ass. The thing 
just spouts gibberish. It’s always on, but it’s broken.” He urged March forwards. “The dragon 
is much better, believe me.”  
 Kurt strained against March’s back in an attempt to physically shove him forward. 
Lara watched with an amused smirk, before walking towards the small tent. “Come on 
March, let’s see what it’s all about.” 
 “Yes, I would like to.” March thought that something which could tell him what to do 
would be quite useful. It might even help him decide whether to stay at the Moose Loft, or 
move on. Kurt sighed dramatically and followed. 

 Inside of the tent, it was dark and dreary. A single standing lamp lit up a large 
machine which stood in the very center. It was a large tower, about as tall as March, but it 
looked old to him. Still, it hummed with a bright life, like the resolute purr of an engine. 
 “Alright, fine. Welcome, ladies and metal men! This is our fortuneteller.” Kurt walked 
up beside the machine and did a stiff pose. He then turned and pushed a small red button on 
the front. “Just walk up and press the button, and it will tell you all you need to know, about 
yesterday, today, and tomorrow, and everything in between.” A small slip of paper slid out of 
a slot on the front. Kurt grabbed the paper and scanned it, before slinging it to the ground 
and suddenly kicking the machine with the underside of his boot, causing Lara and March to 
flinch. “Useless heap!” He turned and strode out of the tent. “Sorry about that. I’ll prepare 
some other attractions for you! Please follow me!” 
 “Oh, take your time March. I’ll keep him occupied. You might as well look around 
since we came.” 
 “Thank you, Lara!” March walked up to the fortuneteller as Lara and Bruno exited. It 
made no response, but continued to softly hum. Bending down, he scooped the piece of 
paper from the ground and turned it over.  
 In big, bold, dirt-smudged letters it read “FUCK YOU HARKER.” 
 March looked up at the machine. Apart from the red button and the small slot where 
the fortunes came from, its outer casing was entirely a bland gray plate. He timidly pressed 
the button. 
 There was a buzz and a whir, and another paper slid out of the slot. March quickly 
grabbed it. This one read, in normal letters, “Why are you here?” 
 March paused. He looked up at the machine, and walked around it, searching for a 
terminal, or a microphone, or anything at all to let his respond, but the other sides of the 
fortuneteller were as empty as the first. So he came back to the front and simply asked “How 
do I answer?” 
 With another clatter, more paper lid from the slot, startling March. He hadn’t even 
pressed the button. He picked it up and read “You just did.” 
 March wasn’t sure where he should look. He simply responded “I’m here to see the 
show.” 
 Another slip of paper. “But why did you come to my tent?” 
 “I wanted to see if you could help me.” 
 “I can try. But no promises.” 
 March considered what to say for a minute. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.” 
 “Well, what did you do before?” 
 “I had a wife. I did what she wanted me to. Now she doesn’t need me anymore.” He 
stopped, the many actuators in his face twisting into a frown. “I don’t… think I need her 
anymore either.” 
 The fortuneteller didn’t respond. There was no slip of paper, but the humming 
intensified, accompanied by a deep, sonorous clanging. Just when March was about to leave, 
the machine wrote out another fortune. 
 “You’re supposed to do whatever you want to do.” 
 March clutched the paper in his hand. He had never before thought about what he 
wanted to do. Even while at the Moose Loft, he had only ever thought about what Lara or 
Rod wanted him to do, not where he should go or what he should do at some point. “What 
would you want to do?” 
 A slip of paper spun out of the machine with no hesitation. “Leave here.” No sooner 
had March read it than another one shot out of the slot, quickly followed by another and 
another, faster than he could grab them, small fragments falling from the fortuneteller like a 
flimsy waterfall. March pieced them together as fast as he could, eager to see the response. 
 “I was built by some eccentric in the back room of a computer repair shop called ‘Fire 
Wire’. In between getting yelled at by customers, he played God in the back room. He gave 
me knowledge and intelligence, but didn’t have enough himself to stay away from his crack. 
He got dragged off by the police, and they shut the Fire Wire down. At first I was glad he 
had made me, but then I spent thirty three years, two hundred and forty-nine days, 13 
hours, 21 minutes and 18.67 seconds sitting in the storage room with rats and mites crawling 
through my wires. Then Harker broke in, found me, and dressed me up as one of his 
monstrosities. So if I could do anything? I would leave.” 
 March finished reading and looked up at the fortuneteller. It continued impassively 
whirring. “I’m sorry.” He didn’t know what else to say, but he wished that he did. 
 There was a yell from outside. “March, my fine friend, where are you? I have so much 
more to show you!” 
 One last slip of paper. “Go on. But don’t trust Harker. He’ll lie and cheat your head 
right off of your shoulders to get what he wants.” March walked out of the tent. The 
fortuneteller continued to hum, the sound echoing off the dull brown canvas. 

 Lara and Bruno were waiting for March outside. Kurt stood beside them, with a wide 
smile splitting his face. “There you are, March! Finally done with that piece of junk? Then 
it’s time to see a real show!” He grabbed March’s hand and pulled him towards the large, 
central tent, pulling a small remote out of his pocket and clicking it as he did so. The stylized 
gears lining the outside of the tent walls began to spin and whirl around the structure. March 
glanced around. He could see the projectors which created them sitting high on poles around 
the fairground. The light show was accompanied by a grating, mechanical roaring, the same 
kind that you would hear in a run-down theme park attraction, as the “DREAD DRAGON” 
sign began to flash on and off. 
 Lara and Bruno followed them, but before they all stepped inside, Kurt spun on his 
heel and stopped. “I’m terribly sorry Lara, but no animals are allowed inside.” 
 Lara shot him the same glare she reserved for the customers who plastered themselves 
out over the Moose Loft bar on one too many rum and cokes. “Sorry, Kurt, Bruno goes where 
I go. He’s my service animal.” She pushed past him and through the large, swinging tent 
flaps. 
 “I, uh… Really?” Kurt sputtered. He disappeared inside, and March followed. 
 The inside of the Dread Dragon tent was a far cry from the fortuneteller’s tent. March 
stood in fascination, admiring the bright red and yellow colors which had been painted on 
the canvas. More projectors were set up inside, showing images or huge dragons which 
curled around the wooden bleacher-style seats. 
 March and Lara climbed to the middle row of the seats and sat down, while Kurt 
walked to the center, passing through a low wall into a performance ring. A dark, lumpy 
shape lay in the middle, covered up by a large curtain which had unsettling red stains dotted 
across it. Kurt pulled another remote out of his pocket and pressed it. Suddenly, a whirlwind 
of bold, triumphant music filled the tent, and Kurt began to yell to them. Behind him, the 
mass under the curtain slowly began to stir. 
 “Welcome, my esteemed guests, to the attraction of a lifetime! Many strange things 
exist in our world, but none quite as strange and terrifying as the Dread Dragon!” Here Kurt 
paused for emphasis. His voice was strong and confident, filled with hard purpose. March 
began to clap, his hands clanging together. The mass shuddered. 
 This is not a dragon of the old folktales, my friends! No, this dragon is even more of 
an oddity! A monstrous machine, fashioned from the toughest steel by some twisted, devious 
mind! A horror the likes of which you have never seen, and I promise you, my friends, I 
PROMISE you, you will leave this show with a new perspective on your own mortality!” 
This proclamation was accompanied by a blast of smoke from underneath the curtain. 
 March was mesmerized. He had heard of dragons and was thrilled at the chance to see 
one. He had never seen anything like the Magical Mechanical Monstrosities before. Even 
Lara was leaning slightly forward in her seat, although she still had her arms crossed firmly 
at her chest. 
 “Now why would I have such a dangerous machine in my show? Well, I will tell you 
why! Because I, Kurt Harker, am the only person in the world who can tame this beast! And, 
right here, right now, I will show it to you, so that you may have the once in a lifetime 
opportunity of seeing our Dread Dragon!” The mass began to rise up behind Kurt, the red-
dotted curtain shifting and twisting in a frenzied dance. March was on the edge of his seat. 
He felt his head buzzing with a strange excitement he had never experienced before. He 
couldn’t really tell if he wanted things to go well, or terribly, terribly wrong. Kurt whirled 
around and grabbed the sheet, yanking it off and jumping forward. 
 A great roar resounded through the tent, and an explosion of smoke and dust 
concealed the ring, and Kurt, completely from view. All that March could see was a dark 
outline in the center of the cloud, jerking and swinging around. Until the dust settled, and 
slowly, the dragon was revealed. March stood up and began to walk closer to the center. It 
was a huge creature, made of bright, gleaming brass, with a pair of wicked horns on its head. 
It spouted smoke and thrashed around, but Kurt clutched to its back, straddling it and 
clinging on for dear life. No matter how much it twisted and flailed, it couldn’t throw him 
off, until gradually, it began to tire and slow down, as its motions became sluggish. 
 Suddenly, Lara burst out laughing. She was doubled over in her seat, hardly able to 
stay upright. After a deep breath, she said “That’s what you’re selling as your best act? You’ve 
gotta be kidding me! That’s one of those mechanical bulls, dressed up to look like some kind 
of dragon!” Her laughter continued. 
 March, confused, looked from her to Kurt. “Mr. Harker, what does she mean?” 
 Kurt was red in the face. Underneath him, the dragon had fallen silent and still as the 
fairgrounds outside. “Are you accusing me of being a liar, Lara?” He yelled. 
 “Not accusing, just stating it as a fact. That’s one of those old mechanical bull rides, 
you just dressed it up to look like some kind of dragon! It’s no wonder this place is doing so 
bad if that’s supposed to be your big seller.” 
 Kurt looked furious. He haphazardly tossed the cloth back over the dragon and 
marched towards them. “I want you out, now! I won’t have my hard work taken for granted 
by some barmaid who doesn’t know the first thing about show business!” 
 “Alright, fine. Come on, March, let’s head back.” Lara turned and left, Bruno trotting 
at her heels. March turned and followed her. He felt heavier than normal, and glanced back 
at the dragon. It sat still, sad and lonely under the sheet. 
 “Wait, March!” 
 March stopped. Kurt was marching towards him. “March, you can stay if you want. In 
fact, my offer still stands. We could make a great act together! Imagine what people would 
pay to see a real, live metal man! I’m sure people already gawk at you at that bar of yours, 
wouldn’t you want to get paid for it?” Kurt placed a firm hand on March’s shoulder. “How 
about it?” 
 March grasped Kurt’s hand and lifted it from his shoulder. “No thank you, Kurt. I like 
my home at the Moose Loft.” He didn’t mention that if he joined Kurt’s show before he 
knew who he wanted to be, Kurt might try to decide for him. 
 March turned and joined Lara, and they left the fairground. Kurt watched them go 
with a tight, thin scowl stretched across his face. 

 For a while afterwards, March saw Kurt lurking around the Moose Loft every so 
often. It was an intriguing coincidence that he always happened to be around when Lara had 
time off, or when the bar was crowded and he would slip like an energetic wraith through 
the gaps between half-drunken patrons, never more than a flash of color in the corner of 
March’s eye, gone by the time his head creaked around to look. Sometimes March didn’t 
even know he had been there until Lara returned, and Bruno began to sniff at the ground 
near the door, growling insistently. He would catch snatches of conversation among 
customers talking about the “Magical Mechanical Monstrosities”, and the show followed him 
like a phantom, always caught grinding against his thoughts somewhere in the back of his 
mind. 
 March remembered what the fortuneteller had said. When he wasn’t watching the 
bar, he would spend his free time in his room, pulling out half-finished paintings and 
tinkering with piecemeal contraptions he had created during his time at the Moose Loft. But 
nothing that he worked on ever became more than a dull curiosity, and his sense of 
overwhelming purposelessness continued to throb in his machinery. Winding himself up 
every day still felt like a routine, a chore. 
 Then one night, about a week and a half after March’s visit to the show, there was no 
sign of Kurt all day. The Moose Loft closed down around midnight, Lara went home, and 
March and Rod went upstairs to their rooms. March sat among his projects, thinking to 
himself, when he was interrupted by a loud, splintering crash from downstairs, almost as if 
something had been hurled against the wall. March knew Rod slept through anything, so if 
anyone was going to check on the bar, he had to. 
 Downstairs, the front door was hanging slightly open. The wood around the lock was 
shattered and broken. A cool breeze whistled through the gap between the door and its 
frame, but March couldn’t hear anything else. He began to search around the bar. Nothing 
had been stolen, as far as he could tell, and everything was in place. Then, he noticed that 
the door to the kitchen also stood slightly ajar. Slowly, he thumped his way to the back of 
the room, his heavy footfalls echoing round the empty bar. But a split second before he could 
open the door, it swung open, knocking into him with a thud. March recoiled, taking a shaky 
step backward. 
 “Hello, my friend! I’m here to take you home.” 
 March heard a crackle and saw a flash of Kurt, swinging a small tazer at him. There 
was a sizzle and a shock, and then everything went black. 

 March’s world came back into focus with the methodical winding sound of his own 
key. His eyes snapped open and he pushed himself up with a clatter, to be met with a blank, 
folded metal wall. He wasn’t in the Moose Loft anymore. Instead, he seemed to be lying on 
the floor of a large truck trailer. A clang from behind him captured his attention, and he 
turned around. 
 To his surprise, the fortuneteller was with him. The large machine stood pushed 
against one side of the trailer. A large pile of slips of paper lay in a heap at its base. Past it, 
March saw Kurt Harker locking an iron gate which was set into the walls of the trailer. As 
March strode up to the bars, Kurt watched him with wide eyes and a slight smile on his face. 
The back of the trailer hung open, silhouetting him against the bright sunlight shining 
inside. 
 “Welcome to the show, March! Glad to have you with us.” He gestured at the 
fortuneteller. “I was kind enough to leave you with your friend over there, maybe you can 
find some use for him.” 
 Another slip of paper fluttered out of the fortuneteller’s slot. 
 “Kurt, what is going on? I need to be at the Moose Loft.” 
 “Not anymore, my friend!” Kurt rattled the bars in the gate. “This is your job now! 
You’ll see, you’re going to be my star attraction, just like I said you would. You’ll be my most 
valuable asset!” 
 “Kurt, you have to let me out!” 
 “Sorry, March. I do care about you, really. This is what’s best! Once you’ve had a taste 
of show business, believe me, you’ll love it!” Kurt whirled around and jumped to the ground 
outside of the trailer, slamming the door shut with a resounding crash. The inside of the 
trailer fell silent and dark, except for the glow of a small lantern in the corner of March’s 
cell. Kurt must have left it. 
 March turned to the fortuneteller. “I’m sorry.” 
 There was a pause, before some paper slid out of the slot. “For what?” 
 “I didn’t know what I wanted to do. And now it’s too late.” March thought for a 
minute. “And now, I just want us to get out.” 
 “It’s ok. I asked you a hard question. It would have been difficult for anyone to 
answer.” 
 March didn’t respond. He didn’t know what to say. 
 But he didn’t need to. Suddenly, the sharp sounds of yells and barks exploded from 
outside, muffled and distorted into twisted noise by the trailer walls. As soon as they had 
started, the noises disappeared. Then, with a blast of sunlight, the trailer door was flung 
open, and Lara was standing on the other side. 
 “Come on, March, let’s get you back home.” She pulled out a small key and unlocked 
the gate, swinging it wide open. 
 “Lara? How did you know where I was?” 
 “Rod heard the ruckus last night. I had a pretty good idea what had happened.” She 
grabbed March and yanked him out of the trailer.  
 A yelp made him turn his head. Kurt was fending off Bruno with a long branch, as 
Lara pulled March to her car. He glanced back. The fortuneteller stood solemnly in the dark 
of the truck. 
 March twisted his hand and broke Lara’s grip, before turning away and sprinting back 
to the truck.  
 “March? What on earth are you doing?  We gotta go!” 
 March slammed the back door of the truck closed, then dashed to the front. Hopping 
in, he found the keys in the ignition. He had never driven before in his life, but he was 
definitely going to try. He turned the keys and the engine roared to life, and he peeled away, 
crushing a tent on the way out of the lot. 
 Lara jumped in her car, called Bruno, who left Kurt and leaped in the back, and 
followed him out. And as March raced away from “Kurt Harker’s Magical Mechanical 
Monstrosities”, he still didn’t know what he wanted to do. But it didn’t bother him. He knew 




 Albert Hartman swung his rod forward and sent his fly sailing over the cold, murky 
water of the Long Paul River. He was about twenty minutes outside of Loftington, standing 
in the silt and mud at the low part of the river in a pair of cheap nylon cargo pants and a 
white shirt, with tall rain boots on his feet. 
Harriet Turndyke had just arrived, and was slip-toeing her way down the slope from 
the road with her fishing gear. She yelled to Albert as she approached. “Hey, Alby! Surprised 
you can cast that fly straight after all the drinking you did at the Moose Loft last night.” 
He turned to scowl at her. “Aw, I didn’t drink all that much. Careful, Harriet, you’re 
sounding like my missus. But worse, cause if I run off fishin’ you’ll be right there with me.” 
Harriet laughed and splashed her way into the river. “Don’t give me that, Alby. I 
remember when y’all got married, and you still give her the same look you did then.” Harriet 
was 67, and the laugh lines on her face and speckled hair betrayed her age. She hadn’t told a 
lie in 35 years. There was no one left who she was close enough with to lie to. 
She took a spot about a dozen feet from Albert and grabbed the line of her rod, a 
twenty-odd year old Shakespeare that used to be her husband’s. When he died seven years 
ago, Harriet kept his rod and the letters he sent her when they were back in high school. 
Everything else he had went to the Salvation Army. She let go and cast the fly out into the 
river, and the two friends settled into a placid rhythm of occasionally re-casting their lines 
and, every once in a while, reeling in small trout or minnows. 
About thirty minutes later, they heard a rattling from the road, and Jordan Daniels 
walked down the slope towards them. He carried his rod, had a net strapped to his back, and 
a large knapsack with spare line and reels and netting hanging out of it. He was dressed in 
high-quality fishing gear, to make up for his comparative lack of skill and patience. 
“Today’s the day!” He yelled, slipping and almost falling face-first into the water. “I’m 
gonna catch the Corporal today!”  
Harriet sighed. “Jordan, you’ve been on about that bass for three months now, and I 
haven’t even seen the thing. I don’t think it exists.” 
“No, Harriet, it’s real, I swear. Saw it with my own two eyes.” When Jordan went to 
cast his line, a spool of fishing line fell out of his pack into the river. He swore. 
“Ok, Jordan, whatever you say.” 
“I do say! He must have been eight feet long! I’ve got a good feeling he’s gonna show 
back up again, and when we see him, he’s mine. You two got that?” Harriet sighed. Albert 
ignored him, focused on his fly bobbing on the water. Jordan settled in and began to fish. 
Every Saturday, the three would meet at the ford for fly fishing, and every Saturday 
they were the only ones. But this Saturday, after the three of them had been fishing for an 
hour another car pulled up on the road above them, a loud, red, rumbling Ford that 
shuddered as it shut down. A man stepped out, wearing a clean, crisp fishing outfit, and 
slowly picked his way down to Long Paul River. 
“Hey there!” He called out to the three fishing in the riverbed below him. “How are 
you all doing today?” He pulled out a sleek, bright white fishing rod. 
Harriet waved. “Doing well. Come for some fishing, I see.” 
“Yes, it’s a hobby of mine.” The man jumped into the river with a small splash. “I 
come out here every once in a while when I have the time. I’m Oscar! Oscar Richards. Are 
you all out here often?” He spoke with a deep northwestern accent. 
Albert shrugged. “Yeah, we come out here each Saturday. It’s become a bit of a 
tradition now, I suppose.” 
Jordan eyed the man’s gear. “That’s a nice rod you’ve got there. What kind is it?” 
Oscar hefted the rod in his hands, giving it a light swing. “One of the latest! Called a 
Brookside.” The rod shined and whistled a tune as it whizzed through the air. “But the rod 
isn’t even that special. What’s really interesting is this fly.” Oscar lifted the line and held out 
his hand towards Jordan, who stepped forward for a closer look, his fishing all but forgotten. 
Hanging at the end of Oscar’s line was a small mayfly lure, decorated with glistening 
gossamer wings that caught and threw the light in every direction. Jordan could tell that it 
would be easily spotted by any hungry fish which happened to see it. 
“All right, it looks very well-made, but really what’s so special about it? It’s a mayfly 
lure, I’ve got seven of them in my bag.” 
Oscar whistled. “Seven? You like to come prepared, don’t you? Why do you need so 
many?” 
Jordan pulled himself up proudly. “’Cause I’m the one who’s gonna catch the 
Corporal!” 
Harriet sighed as she pulled in a small trout. “Good luck, Oscar, you’ve started down a 
path not many come back from.” Jordan scowled. 
“Oh, no,” Oscar said, “I’d love to hear! It sounds quite interesting!” 
A wide grin split Jordan’s face and he grabbed Oscar’s hand. “Great! You won’t 
believe it, though. My name’s Jordan. Look here!” He dashed over to the edge of the ford and 
pointed at a still, calm patch of reeds by the riverbank. “He lives right over there in the 
brush, but doesn’t come out for nothing. Biggest bass I ever seen! I named him the Corporal.” 
Oscar squinted at the bank. The reeds swayed back and forth in the current. Nothing 
stirred. “You sure? I don’t see much out there.” 
“Absolutely sure! I saw him with my own eyes! Albert and Harriet don’t believe me-“ 
Albert cut in. “Naw, we believe that ya saw it. We just don’t believe it exists.” 
“Well, your loss Alby. When I catch him, you’re gonna wish you had!” 
Oscar looked intrigued. Gingerly, he stepped towards the edge of the deeper water 
and peered closely at the reeds. “You really think there’s a big old bass out there?” 
“Positively. But I’m gonna catch him, so don’t get any ideas.” 
Oscar laughed. “I wouldn’t want to steal your glory, Jordan! Don’t worry, he’s all 
yours. But actually, that brings me back to what I was saying.” Again, he raised the fly, 
holding it up in front of Jordan. “This is a very special, high-tech fly. The latest in fishing 
gear! The science is beyond me, but it’s supposed to send out special waves that attract the 
largest fish around! Crazy stuff!” 
“Whoa, no kidding?” Jordan was awestruck. A lure like that would be just what he 
needed to catch the Corporal. “Does it work?” 
“Let me see this lure!” Harriet strode over, followed by Albert, who felt he might as 
well see this fancy lure. She squinted at it. “Sounds strange. Where’d you get it?” 
“Some new startup company. They needed people to field test them, and I applied. 
Got lucky enough to get one, so I’m gonna try it out.” Oscar turned around and cast his line 
into the water. “Only one way to know if it works for sure!” 
They all waited for a few minutes, Jordan with his breath catching in his lungs. And 
then a few minutes more. And then Harriet and Albert lost interest and returned to their 
own rods, but Jordan stood by Oscar, watching the small ripple of water where the fly 
bobbed up and down, over and over, on the glossy surface of Long Paul River. 
 After fifteen slow minutes of waiting, Jordan finally sighed and stepped away from 
Oscar. “Well, it sure looks nice, but your lure doesn’t seem to be working, Oscar.” He cast his 
line, landing his fly directly in the center of the still, shaded patch of reeds. 
 “Give it some time, Jordan.” Oscar said. “From what I hear, it’s a bit of a slow process.” 
 The four of them stood in silence, watching their flies and waiting for the snap and 
tug that would mean a fish had taken the bait. 
 Suddenly, Oscar yelled and the others whipped around. He was struggling with his 
rod, digging his feet into the silt and pulling it back towards him with sharp, heavy jerks. 
The line was taut and hummed as it vibrated in the air. The fly had disappeared underwater, 
and the surface was a roiling mass of rippling bubbles. Occasionally, a flash of scales would 
break into the sunlight, until with a torrent of water, a huge bass leaped from the river, only 
to plunge back into the depths. 
 “That’s it!” Jordan yelled and dropped his rod. He darted to Oscar’s side and grabbed 
on to his rod. “You’ve got him, you’ve got the Corporal!” 
 “Well damn, this lure must work!” Oscar strained against his rod, which bent and 
swayed in front of him. Jordan was grasping the middle, trying to hold it steady and pull the 
Corporal out of the water. Harriet and Albert watched with rapt attention, and the two 
fishermen struggled with the reel until with a sharp snap and a cascade of water, the 
Corporal broke the fishing line and disappeared back into the reeds, leaving a sharp-angled 
torpedo trail behind it. 
 Oscar sighed and reeled in the tattered, frayed end of his fishing line. But Jordan 
whooped and jumped in the air. “I told you!” He turned towards the others. “I knew it was 
real! Oscar, you gotta get me one of them lures! You have another one, right?” 
 “Well, I have a spare, but they’re really just for testing. It might cost a bit to get one 
for you.” 
 “That’s fine! I put aside money for fishin’!” You just find me one and I’ll buy it to 
catch that fish!” 
 “Well, alright.” Oscar sounded unsure. “I’ll do my best. If the lab says no, though, it’s 
a no-go.” 

 Later, after all the others had left, Oscar was the last one at the ford. He pulled his 
phone out of his pocket, turned it on, and tapped at the screen. Slicing through the water, a 
huge mechanical bass surfaced and coasted onto the shore. Grinning, Oscar picked it up and 
pressed a button under the jaw. The lure, glinting and flashing, tumbled out of its mouth and 
into his hand. 
 “Well, Corporal, I think we just made another sale.” 
 Oscar trudged back up the riverbank and put the fish into his truck, before driving 
off. 

 The next day, when Oscar arrived at the ford, Jordan was waiting for him with the 
sort of wide-eyed anticipation reserved for a brand-new fly fishing lure.  
 “Oscar! Did you find one?” 
 “Alright, here’s the deal. I can let you use this lure.” Oscar pulled a lure from his 
pocket. “But the lab said if anything happens, they’ll have to charge you for it, and it may not 
be cheap. If that fish bites it off again, you’ll have to pay!” 
 “Alright, fine, fine.” Jordan grabbed the lure from Oscar’s hand. Quickly, he strung it 
on the end of his line and tugged on it to test the strength. “There’s nothing to worry about, 
I’m gonna catch the Corporal no problem!” 
 “Alright.” Oscar grinned. “I just want to make sure you know, it won’t be cheap if it’s 
lost.” 
 Jordan cast his line over the river, and the little lure glistened as it flew through the 
air and fell with a soft splash into the water. It was just short of the reeds, where the 
Corporal had disappeared the day before. 
 And then the four settled in to wait. Jordan recast his line every so often, but never 
got a bite. Meanwhile, the others pulled in fish every once in a while, reeling in their lines 
and removing small fry from the myriad of flies they used. 
 “Oscar, am I doing something wrong? I’m not getting a bite.” 
 Oscar sighed, and stepped over to Oscar. “Just give it a bit. You remember how long it 
took me yesterday? It takes some time for the lure to work. You’ll get the Corporal, just 
worry about reeling him in.” 
 “Alright.” Jordan grumbled. “I just wish it didn’t take so damn long.” 
 Oscar clapped a hand on his shoulder and smiled. “Don’t worry, Jordan! It’s gonna 
work. Just don’t lose that lure.” He turned away and slipped his phone out of his pocket, 
tapping a few buttons. 
 “Jordan if you do catch that fish, I’ll want a good look at it once it’s landed.” Albert 
said. “Not every day you see one that big.” 
 Harriet laughed. 
 They fished for a while longer, and every once in a while, Oscar shot a glance towards 
Jordan, and the reeds beyond him. They were silent and still. 
 Then, Jordan lurched forward. “Hey! I got something!” He planted his feet and 
yanked the rod backwards as it bowed in his hands. “It’s really fighting!” 
 Harriet and Albert ran over to him. Oscar hung back, watching them grab on to the 
rod. “Keep at it! You gotta land him Jordan!” 
 Jordan’s line plunged into a swirling, rippling area in the water, which slowly crept 
closer to the ford as Jordan furiously spun the reel. Its progress was agonizingly slow and 
tenuous, and as it approached, Oscar quietly slipped his phone from his pocket. When the 
catch was about halfway between the reed bed and Jordan, he tapped a button on his phone. 
 Nothing happened. Jordan’s line remained taut. There was no snap or break, and he 
continued to slowly reel it in. Oscar frowned. He tapped once more. And then again. And 
then he stood there in confusion as Jordan, Harriet, and Albert continued to pull and lifted a 
soggy, black canvas bag out of the river. 
 “What in the world…” Jordan swung the bag into the ford and flopped it down at his 
feet. Quickly, he kneeled and unzipped it, before gasping. Inside, sealed into large plastic 
gallon bags, were large stacks of money. The bag was full of them. 
 He yelled and leaped to his feet, swinging the bag over his shoulder. “Oscar, your lure 
worked a treat!” He pulled the lure itself off his line, and dropped it into Oscar’s 
dumbfounded hand. “This is incredible! Come on y’all, I’ll treat you to the Moose Loft!” 
Harriet and Albert turned and climbed up the riverbank, laughing and chatting. 
 “Wait, Jordan, what about the Corporal” Oscar stuttered. “Why- Don’t you want to 
catch it?” 
 “Well I don’t need him now! I just had the catch of a lifetime! ‘Sides, the lure didn’t 
seem to be working. He must be a bit too smart for it, recognized it this time around.” 
 Suddenly, there was a roar and a rush of water as the Corporal leaped out of the 
water, glinting in the sunlight, and honed in on the lure in Oscar’s hand. It crashed into him 
and he toppled to the ground.  
 “Oh shit, he’s mad!” Jordan yelled, and sprinted away, hurrying up the slope after 
Harriet and Albert. 
 Oscar shoved the Corporal off of him and jabbed at his phone. The fish’s flopping died 
down and its eyes dulled. He stood up, clothes dripping riverwater, and hoisted it into his 
arms, before walking back to his truck. He dropped it into the back and sat in the front, with 













The Great Loftington Alpaca Hunt 
 
 
 Enlightenment lived in the Goddardvandan mansion on the leeward side of Stoat 
Mountain. That’s what Julius Goddardvandan wanted the town of Loftington to believe. 
Most of the citizens, Officer Maria Tanta included, felt the only thing that lived in that house 
was a washed-up one-hit wonder of a disco star whose own twenty-year obsolescence hadn’t 
caught up with him yet. Him, his wife, and their ratty brood who all marred the mountain 
with a five-story Dutch Colonial. 
 As she sputtered her cruiser up the winding parkway towards the mansion, Maria idly 
flashed her lights on and off to keep her mind busy. She had moved to Loftington from 
Oklahoma, which she affectionately referred to as the “Pancake State”, and even after three 
years in the mountains she still struggled with motion sickness. With this being her seventh 
begrudging trip to the Goddardvandans, she knew her stomach would not appreciate the 
twists, turns, and near sixty degree inclines which came with the territory. 
 Maria stopped at a small lookout point to breathe some fresh air and let her stomach 
settle while the cruiser churned behind her. Across the Long Paul River valley, on the side of 
Viper Bluff, she could see the large bungalow owned by Alberto and Melissa Guaconi, where 
they lived with their family. She scowled. Julius had called the police because of the 
Guaconis again, she was sure of it. Whenever he reported a “neighborhood disturbance” 
that’s always what it was. The feud between the two houses was legendary in Loftington. 
Each family hated the other for, in their eyes, ruining their view of the mountain opposite to 
their house, but neither would give in. The insults and diatribe they threw back and forth 
fell short, onto the ears of Loftington down in the valley. 
 The sharp pop and fizz of static burst from the car behind her. “Officer Tanta? Know 
what they want yet?” 
 Maria swore and dashed back to the car, scrambling for the CB radio wired to the 
dash. She grabbed it and quickly yanked it to her mouth. “No, sorry Jonathan, not there yet.” 
 “Tanta, are you slacking off? We got the call a good twenty-five minutes ago. Get up 
there and see what needs doing.” 
 “Right, sorry sir, I’ll be there as soon as possible.” 

 When she pulled up to the Goddardvandans’ house, Julius was standing on the wide, 
vaulted front porch. He clutched a frosted glass of sherry in one pudgy red fist, and was 
staring out across the small cul-de-sac which served as their driveway, through a small 
opening in the high hedge wall. He didn’t deign to shift his gaze from the Guaconi house 
when Maria walked up, keeping his eyes fixed across the valley. 
 Julius shook his head. “Can you fucking believe it?” His frizzy peppered hair waved 
from the top of his head. 
 “Pardon?” Maria paused, unsure if she had made some mysterious misstep. Julius was 
touchy on his best days, and rocky as an Appalachian mudslide on his worst. 
 “The fucking Guaconis. You see what they’ve done?” He swung his wine outwards, 
and Maria stumbled backwards a few steps to avoid some sloshed droplets. She turned and 
glanced towards the distant mansion. It barely looked larger than a large apple from across 
the valley. 
 “I’m sorry, sir, I can’t quite see it. My eyes are bad.” This was a lie. Maria wanted an 
excuse so Julius didn’t feel insulted by her failure to understand. 
 “The house god dammit! He had it painted that GHASTLY shade of blue! Alberto 
KNOWS I hate blue, I mentioned it at the country club. The man gossips just to find some 
kind of something to use against me!” 
 “Oh dear.” Maria briefly considered breaking into a sprint and pitching herself off the 
side of the mountain. Julius seemed to have every intention of drawing her back into their 
ridiculous feud. “Well, I’m sorry sir, that’s certainly a shame, but they’re perfectly within 
their rights to-” 
 “Their rights, my ass. This has to be disturbing the peace or something. I have a right 
to enjoy the view from my own goddam house.” 
 “Well, sir, I can see what I can do but-” 
 “Nope! I’ll tell you what you’re gonna do!” Julius slammed his glass down on the 
porch railing, before marching down the stairs. “We’re gonna drive over there right now and 
get that lasagna picker to fix this. Come on.” 
 Maria sighed and began to follow down the stairs. She had just barely reached the 
bottom when the door of the house burst open and a young boy with sandy blonde hair ran 
outside in a crisp J Crew outfit. His designer sandals slapped on the porch with a dull 
knocking sound. When he reached the top of the stairs, he leaped down them, narrowly 
avoiding crashing into Julius and sending them both tumbling to the ground. 
 “Dad! Are you an’ the police gonna fuck up those Italians?” 
 “Dammit, watch out Harman! Yeah, we are. She’s gonna help me out.” He stuck a 
finger out at Maria, who desperately tried to keep her temper down as she walked back to 
her cruiser. 
 “Aw, sweet! I’m gonna ride in the police car!” 
 Maria blanched at the thought. 
 “Harman Julius Goddardvandan! Stop right there!” A woman stood on the porch 
steps, with a small Schnauzer cradled in her arms. “That’s a brand new outfit. Don’t sit in 
that police car, you’ll probably stain it! Ride with your father.” 
 Harman sulked his way over to a Chrysler Pacifica parked at the edge of the 
driveway. It looked to Maria to be brand-new. She sunk into her beat-up cruiser and yanked 
her radio to her mouth. 
 “Johnathan, you there?” 
 “Officer Tanta? What’s the situation?”  The radio crackled in her hand. 
 “Julius wants me to go with him to… confront the Guaconis. I don’t even know what 
he’s expecting.” 
 “Jesus. Well, just get over there. Try to keep him happy. If he’s a terror now, he’ll be 
worse when he’s upset.” 
 Maria thought Johnathan had a tendency to tell her what she already knew. After all, 
it wasn’t him that got saddled with making the trip up here all the time. “And if the 
Guaconis don’t like it?” 
 “Keep them happy, too. We need you to be our mediator here, alright? You can do it.” 
 “Yeah, thanks.” The radio went silent. Maria sighed, dry-swallowed a Dramamine, 
and spun her car out of the driveway, with Julius and Harman following close behind. 

 The drive to the Guaconis’ house involved winding down Stoat Mountain, along the 
Long Paul River, crossing at Footstep Bridge, and climbing up Viper Bluff on the other side 
of the valley. In all, Maria took roughly forty-seven minutes, around thirty-six of which 
were spent taking turns which twisted her stomach into sailor knots. When she finally 
pulled into the cobblestone drive of the Guaconi house, she felt like her entire body was 
inside-out. 
 The Guaconis spread out rather than built up, and their house stepped level by level 
up the mountain behind it, with each floor melting into the basement of the floor behind it. 
Overall, Maria found dealing with them preferable to the Goddardvandans, in the same way 
that someone would find a wolf bite preferable to a bear attack. The Guaconis were not as 
belligerent in their disdain as the Goddardvandans were. She walked up and rang the 
doorbell while Julius wrestled his son out of the car. 
 A door on the second floor slid open and a young woman dressed in a crisp suit 
walked onto a patio on the roof. She leaned over the railing above Maria and peered down at 
her. “Hello, who are you?” Her voice was soft-spoken, but hard. 
 “Officer Maria Tanta, Loftington police department. May I come in?” She was silently 
thankful that Harman was still keeping Julius busy. 
 “One minute.” The woman breezed off into the house, leaving Maria waiting on the 
front step. Soon, she heard the heavy thunk of a bolt lock being drawn back, and the door 
swung open. 
 “Alright, lemme talk to Matteo! That asshole’s got some answering to do for this 
goddamned house!” Julius yelled from behind her and marched up to the front door, with 
Harman biting at his heels. 
 The woman quickly took a stiff stance in the doorway. “The officer can come in. You 
need to stay outside. Mr. and Mrs. Guaconi don’t want visitors.” 
 Julius bristled. “Visitors my ass, we’re here on serious business. I’m gonna tell your 
Guaconis to-” 
 “Mr. Goddardvandan, please.” Officer Tanta laid a cool hand on Julius’ shoulder. They 
have every right to keep people out if they want to. Please, I’ll sort this out.”  
 Julius eyeballed her. He liked to blow a lot of hot air, but as long as he thought Maria 
was on his side, he would usually relent. “Fine. Not worth my time anyway. I’ll be waiting 
out here, get this sorted out. Come on, Harman.” 
 “I wanna see where the mobsters live, Dad!” Julius dragged his son away as Maria 
stepped through the door. 
 The young woman turned and walked into the house. “Mr. and Mrs. Guaconi are in 
the alpaca yard. Follow me.” 
 The house was built like a cave, dimly lit and carved into the side of the mountain. 
Most of Loftington had heard the rumors about the Guaconis, and half believed them. That 
the family had old ties to the mafia, and had made their fortune on the backs of crime. 
Honestly, Maria thought, they weren’t particularly trying to fight those rumors at all. As she 
walked through the house, almost every doorway had a guard standing by it, wearing a suit 
as crisp and straight as their posture. Even with no change in expression, they seemed to be 
acutely aware of her at all times as she passed by. On the other hand, the people not in suits, 
who she could only assume were the close friends and family of the Guaconis, seemed 
completely disinterested in her presence. 
 The woman led her deeper into the house’s labyrinthine hallways. It was a lot more 
intricate than Maria thought it was from the outside. Each floor extended partially into the 
mountain, and as they wound their way deeper in, she began to lose track of where she was 
in relation to the entrance. 
 Finally, she was led out one side of the house into a large enclosure surrounded by 
large wooden fences. In the center, a group of three alpacas surrounded a middle-aged, 
somewhat stooped woman who seemed to be feeding them hay from the palm of her hand. 
Maria bit her tongue to keep from laughing. The woman, presumably Mrs. Guaconi, kept her 
hands too low for the animals, who had to bob their heads to reach the food like large, fluffy 
drinking birds. 
 A broad-shouldered man, Mr. Guaconi, stood a few dozen feet from the group, 
watching them. He was wearing slacks and a well-pressed button-down shirt. Maria had seen 
him before, in fact, the whole police department had, as he met the sheriff for a round of golf 
every Friday. But she had never met him face to face. The young woman walked over to him, 
and stopped a respectful distance away, speaking a few short words. Maria made a mental 
note of about how much distance she should keep between her and Mr. Guaconi. The 
woman walked back, and nodded at Maria, who took her cue to walk up to Mr. Guaconi. 
Everything seemed very regimented in this household, and she didn’t want to miss her 
chance. 
 “Welcome, officer. Can I help you?” Matteo Guaconi was imposing, and had a stormy 
look in his eye. A lot of people didn’t like to be disturbed in their home, but if he came back 
to the sheriff with complaints, it would all come down on Maria’s head. 
 “Hello, Mr. Guaconi. Sorry to bother you. Unfortunately,” Maria faked a cough in 
some vain hope it would quell the gurgling of her upset stomach. It didn’t work. 
“Unfortunately, I’ve received a complaint about the state of your house. Did you recently 
have it painted?” 
 “Yes, I did. Is something wrong? I quite like the shade.” Maria noticed Mrs. Guaconi 
raise her head. With a plaintive bray, one of the alpacas protested her lapse in attention. 
 “Well, it’s just that we received a call from someone who seems to think that you 
chose this particular shade for your house specifically to upset him. It was Julius 
Goddardvandan, actually, if you’ve ever spoken with him before…” 
 “Oh, you better believe we’ve spoken with that pigheaded oaf!” Mrs. Guaconi 
exploded, sending the terror-stricken alpacas streaking to the far corners of the enclosure 
like fuzzy sparks from a firework. “That blowhard comes over here all the time, thinking he 
can push us out of our house, when we were living here longer! I bet he’s here, isn’t he? He 
always tries to strongarm us. Come on, Matteo!” She strode over to the house, swinging the 
door open. 
 “Grace, slow down. It hasn’t worked yet, and it won’t this time. Nothing to get upset 
over.” Mr. Guaconi followed his wife. 
 Maria sighed and hurried after them. It seemed like the old feud was about to flare up 
again. 

 When she reached the front of the house, Harman was ecstatic. He was watching his 
father with rapt attention, who was currently embroiled in a shouting match with Grace. 
Matteo stood a few feet back from his wife. He seemed calm at first, but Maria noticed a 
slight red tinge to his ears, and tensing of his fingers clasped around his crossed arms. Some 
of the Guaconis’ hired help were standing stock-still by the doorway, hands suspiciously 
close to their waists. 
 The minute she walked outside, Julius locked on to Maria. “Hey, officer lady!” He 
jabbed a finger at Grace Guaconi. “You see? They’re always fucking trying to piss me off. 
This thing is a damn spite house, do something about it!” 
 “Sir, I really don’t think that I can-” 
 “Spite house?” Grace cut in. “We built this house before you released your first 
record, asshole! You,” she snapped at Maria “shut them down! They took our view away, 
there has to be some kind of zoning law against that! Stop standing there slack-jawed and do 
your job!” 
 The two continued to argue incessantly. Maria grimaced, clutched her stomach, 
stepped off the front step, and walked to her cruiser, where she pulled the door open and 
reached inside. Money or no money, she wasn’t going to spend the rest of her career dealing 
with entitled assholes like these people. With a piercing wail, the sirens went off, and 
Goddardvandans, Guaconis, and the hired suits all flinched. The pulsing blue and red lights 
washed over their dumbstruck faces. 
 “ALRIGHT!” Maria’s voice screeched through her car’s built-in loudspeaker. “WE’RE 
DONE! MR. GODDARDVANDAN! PLEASE GO BACK TO YOUR HOME! MR. AND MRS. 
GUACONI, PLEASE STEP BACK INSIDE!” 
  Maria’s words rang off of the trees around the driveway with an electric echo. 
The suits looked towards the Guaconis. Grace looked furious, but turned on her heel and 
stalked back inside of her house with her husband. Julius shot a glare at Maria. “What are 
you talking about? Aren’t you going to do something about this?” 
 “I am doing something. I’m keeping the peace. The Guaconis can do what they want 
with their house, just like you can.” 
 “That’s bullshit. I’ve had to put up with them for too long now and I’ll be damned if 
I’m going to-” 
 “Mr. Goddardvandan, there is nothing I can do here, because no laws have been 
broken. Now please, return home, because as of right you are not with me anymore and are 
trespassing of the Guaconis’ property.” 
 “Damn pig.” Julius snarled. “Fine, so even the cops are against me. I get it.” He walked 
back to his car and yanked the door open. “Come on, Harman!” Something seemed to tell the 
boy not to argue, and he dutifully climbed in the car. Then they peeled out down the road 
away from the Guaconis’ house. 
 The driveway was left eerily silent in the wake of the argument. Maria sighed. The 
suits, still posted around the house, were watching her closely. She climbed in her car and 
grabbed the radio. 
 “Hey, Jonathan? This is Maria.” 
 “Officer Tanta? Did you get everything cleared up?” 
 “Well, not quite… I think both parties may have just become even more unhappy. By 
a lot.” 
 “Oh no, you’re kidding me.” 
 “I’m sorry. After so many calls cause of these people, I’m just kind of tired of it.” 
Maria rubbed her head and slammed the door shut. The guards outside were putting her on 
edge, watching her like well-dressed gargoyles. 
 “I know, Maria. Just come on back then. If I know anything about those families, it’s 
that they’re gonna cause some trouble. 

 For a few days, things were quiet, and Maria enjoyed the break while she had it. She 
had a feeling that the feud would come back in a big way. So it wasn’t surprising when she 
was dispatched back to the Guaconis’ house on another call. Maria wound her way carefully 
up the side of the mountain, dreading the moment when she crested the last ridge and the 
house came into view. 
 “So, Jonathan, what exactly did they call about?” 
 “I don’t even know, Maria, I was hoping you would be able to tell us more when you 
get there. Apparently the Guaconis have alpacas? And they all escaped?” 
 “Oh, god, you have got to be joking. Now they’re calling me out here to do animal 
roundup for them? This is insane.” 
 “Well, Officer Tanta, in all the years I’ve lived here, I’ve never known these people to 
be anything but.” 
 “That bodes well. Alright Jonathan, I’ll let you know how it goes.” 
 Grace Guaconi was waiting outside of the front door when Maria arrived. As soon as 
Maria stepped out of the car, she stormed up, kicking from the driveway up behind her. 
“There you are! The Goddardvandans let all our alpacas loose! And I hope you realize it’s 
your fault for not taking care of them in the first place. Is this enough for you to do 
something about them now?” 
 “Ma’am, I’m very sorry, and I’ll gladly help you round up the alpacas, but do you have 
any evidence that it was Julius?” 
 “Evidence, who in hell else would it be, how’s that for evidence? Come on!” She 
grabbed Maria’s arm and began to tug her towards the house. 
 “Um, please, can we wait a minute? My stomach-” Grace didn’t respond, instead 
yanking Maria through the front door. 
 For the second time, Maria was led through the maze-like interior of the house to the 
alpaca pen. Mr. Guaconi was standing by the fence, coolly examining a large, near-perfect 
hole which had been cut into the metal wire, certainly large enough for an alpaca to slip 
through. Also, too perfect of a hole to have been made by the alpacas themselves. Maria and 
Grace walked over to meet Mr. Guaconi by the fence. 
 “So what exactly happened here?” Maria took a closer look. Clean cuts, all the way 
around. 
 Mr. Guaconi glanced at her. “We were out for the day, and when we came back, 
there was a hole in the fence and my alpacas were gone. Who knows where, could be all 
over the mountain by this point. And if you ask me, I know exactly who did it, too.” 
 Yeah, I think we all do, Maria sullenly thought to herself. “Alright, let’s try to get 
these alpacas back and figure out what happened. Any idea how someone could have even 
reached the pen back here?” 
 “There’s an old hiking trail back through the woods.” Mr. Guaconi pointed through 
the trees. “It’s not used much anymore, but I suppose someone could have made their way up 
on that.” 
 “Alright then, let’s head back that way and check it out. Maybe we’ll find your 
alpacas.” 
 Maria stepped through the hole in the fence, taking care not to snag her clothing. The 
minute the Guaconis moved to follow her, however, their guards collapsed into a tight circle 
around the two, squeezing themselves through the fence. Maria watched them as the clump 
of bodies moved towards the forest. 
 “Um, if you two don’t mind, could your people stay here? I think we can deal with a 
few alpacas on our own.” Maria didn’t mention that being out in the woods with a group of 
the Guaconis’ guards would make her feel extremely uncomfortable. Like wandering around 
in the dark with the howls of a wolf pack at your feet. 
 Grace looked indignant, but before she could respond her husband replied “Of course, 
I understand. We should be fine with you around, after all. We’re your responsibility now, 
officer.” He waved the guards away, and they retreated wordlessly back into the house. 
Maria thought his words had a distinct tone of if anything goes wrong, it’s your fault. Maybe 
she was just on edge. 
 The three of them walked up the mountain, hiking over the rough, ragged ground. As 
they got further from the Guaconis’ house, the trees grew closer and closer together, and the 
wind-fallen branches which they crunched over grew more and more numerous. After a few 
minutes of walking, Mr. Guaconi’s breathing began to sound ragged and labored. The sweat 
on his pale face sparkled in the sunlight filtering through the treetops. 
 Grace laid a gentle hand on her husband’s shoulder. “Dear, you’re going to kill 
yourself. Let’s take a break for a bit, alright?” 
 “Oh, I’ll be fine.” Mr. Guaconi grabbed a large branch from the ground and gripped it 
tightly, digging it into the ground like a rough walking stick. “Just keep going.” 
 “No, we’re staying right here.” Grace planted herself in front of him. “You take 
another step and I’ll knock that branch out from under your hand. Alright, dear?” 
 Mr. Guaconi sighed. “Ok, fine. You always have my best interests at heart, don’t 
you?” He slowly sank down onto a nearby log. “Officer, feel free to go ahead, we’ll catch up. 
The hiking trail should be just up ahead. No use staying here with us when those alpacas 
could be running off.” 
 “Alright. I’ll be back soon.” Maria hurried away. It was a relief to be able to go off on 
her own, like when she got out of training for the first time. She could work just fine by 
herself. Every time she was around the Guaconis, it just felt like they were always judging 
her, on her work, her speech, her appearance, and anything else they might find slightly 
upsetting. 
 She continued to crunch a path through the forest, bending back a few small, 
sprightly trees as she went. The young wood sprung back into place behind her, seeming to 
cheerily wave her on as she walked. Soon enough, like Mr. Guaconi had said, she found a 
small trail of beaten-down dirt, crisscrossed by thick tree roots and buried rocks. And, 
coming into clear hearing, the strangled cries of what sounded like some sort of choking 
animal nearby.  
Maria couldn’t tell where it was coming from until she stepped onto the trail. Then, 
behind a small clump of bushes, she saw something moving around on the ground, obscured 
by the low-lying foliage. Whatever it was continued to cry, scraping and crunching as it 
floundered in the dead branches and tough earth just off the path. She placed a cautionary 
hand on the butt of her pistol and silently stepped towards the bushes. At the edge of the 
trail, she peered over to see what it was. 
Julius Goddardvandan was lying on the ground, curled into the sorriest-looking fetal 
position Maria had ever seen. She looked him over once, trying not to smirk when she saw 
his hands, which were gingerly cupped between his legs. 
“Um… Mr. Goddardvandan?” 
He didn’t respond. Maria stepped around the bush and tried once more, raising her 
voice over his sobs. 
“Excuse me, Mr. Goddardvandan?” 
Julius looked up, and when he saw Maria, his face flushed dark red. Whether out of 
embarrassment or anger, it was impossible to tell. He planted a hand on the ground and 
shoved himself to his feet, before immediately toppling into the bush like he’d had one too 
many drinks at the Moose Loft. A feeling, Maria begrudgingly thought, they were both 
probably too familiar with. He popped back up, with a few fresh scratches on his exposed 
arms, and stood on shaky legs in front of Maria, while quickly rubbing the tears out of his 
eyes. The dirt on his hand mixed with the tears, leaving a shiny patch of mud on his cheek. 
“Mr. Goddardvandan, what exactly are you doing out here?” 
“Well, I-” He sucked in a hiss of breath and closed his mouth tight. “I, um…” The 
breath burst from him in another sob, which he tried to disguise as a cough. “I was just 
hiking! I was just having a nice hike, and those fucking alpacas! The ones the Guaconis have! 
Fucking came out of nowhere!”  
Maria regretted asking anything. She had flipped a switch and now there was no 
stopping Julius. Spittle flew from his mouth as he yelled, and his already red face turned a 
dark, inflamed crimson. 
“One of them stuck around here, you know? So I thought, oh, I’ll be a good friend, 
bring it back to them. I was trying to do my part, you know? Put some of these difficulties 
behind us.” 
Maria had to bite her tongue to keep her face as impassive as possible. 
“And the fucking alpaca whirls around and KICKS me! Fucking kicks me right in the 
gooch! Honest to holy heaven officer, those fuckers are a menace and they need to be put 
down!” 
“Ok, we’ll deal with that later, Mr. Goddardvandan. Before we can do anything, we 
have to find them. Which direction did they go?” 
“They ran off down the trail, all of ‘em.” Julius began to wobble-walk his way down 
the trail, scraping his feet over the ground. “Come on, let’s go.” 
“JULIUS GODDARDVANDAN!” Grace’s shrill yell rang out from behind them. Maria 
swore. She had been hoping to keep Julius away from the Guaconis as much as possible. 
Julius swung around and his eyes honed in on the Guaconis, who were coming up the 
trail behind them. Grace was supporting her husband, who still clutched the branch he was 
using as a makeshift walking stick. Julius pointed a finger at them. “Keep your god damn 
animals under control! One of them just assaulted me!” 
“Animals can’t commit assault,” Maria stated dryly. 
“Oh, so it’s on the Guaconis, then? Fine by me.” Julius continued his bowlegged 
march up the trail. “Maybe the fucking police department will do something now that 
they’re a genuine public menace.” 
“Alright!” Maria yelled. “Let’s go, we’ve got to find these alpacas.” She took off down 
the trail, leaving the other three behind to bicker. 

At the demand of his wife, Mr. Guaconi soon left to return to their house. He had 
been having trouble with the trail, stumbling over roots and jabbing his stick into the dirt 
every time he risked a fall, leaving deep holes in the footstep pattern behind him. It went 
step step hole, step step hole, until Grace stopped him. 
“Dear, please! You are shaking! And you look so pale! Go home, I’ll have the office 
handle this!” Mr. Guaconi didn’t seem to have the strength to respond, and Maria wondered 
briefly why they lived up in the mountains if the terrain seemed to cause them such 
problems. Their garish was ruining the view of Viper Bluff for nothing. 
They hiked and hiked and hiked, thankfully without speaking. The silence was a 
welcome blessing; Maria normally enjoyed hiking, but with more pleasant company. The 
other two were lucky, she thought. They happened to be wearing comfortable sneakers. 
Maria’s feet were starting to hurt through the hard-soled regulation boots she wore. 
Thankfully, once the group had walked around a mile and a half (to her best estimate) they 
found the alpacas clumped up on the mountainside, huddled together and standing stock-still 
apart from their heads, which nervously darted back and forth. They looked like some sort of 
furry monument, left on the side of the trail for passing hikers by some backwoods artist who 
thought too much of themselves. Luckily, all three of the animals seemed perfectly fine, if a 
bit lost and anxious, so the Guaconis hopefully wouldn’t be too upset about the entire 
situation. Julius was another matter entirely. 
“There the fuckers are!” he yelled. “Alright, lady, put ‘em down! You got a pistol or 
something, right?” 
Maria, once she spotted the alpacas, had begun calmly walking towards them. Step by 
step, she made her way closer. They watched her with beady, watery eyes, but stayed still, 
huddled so close that their curly fur seemed to lock together, forming one animal with three 
heads and altogether too many legs. 
“WHAT?” Grace screeched. Her sleek gray hair had been mussed by sweat and effort, 
and haphazardly flopped around on top of her head as she stomped towards Mr. 
Goddardvandan. “Put them down? What do you have against us, Julius? I just don’t 
understand. Every time I think you’ve hit a new low, you just dig yourself deeper into the 
dirt.” 
The alpacas murmured and took a few tentative steps away from the bickering 
socialites. Maria gritted her teeth and rounded on them. “Shut up!” she hissed. “You’re gonna 
spook them!”  
Julius ignored her. “Have against you? How about one of those mongrels kicked me, 
that’s what!” 
 “Oh, son, is that why you were walking funny? Oh, I love this! Got your disco balls 
shattered by an alpaca, did you?” Grace whooped and cackled, and with a startled spray of 
kicked-up dirt and a chorus of frantic wails, the alpacas lit into the woods. 
 “NO! Damn it!” Maria swore. 
 “Officer, what the hell are you doing? They got away, are you blind?” Grace sneered 
at her. “Or just bad at your job? I’ll have to ask them to send out the best next time.” 
 “MRS. GUACONI!” Grace flinched as Maria’s yell echoed around the trees, causing a 
few startled birds to take flight into the treetops. “And Mr. Goddardvandan. I am trying to 
help both of you out of a mess. As it stands, you, Mr. Goddardvandan, are under suspicion for 
letting the alpacas loose from their pen AND-” she cut Julius off as he tried to splutter a 
protest “you, Mrs. Guaconi, have an alpaca who, despite the circumstances, attacked a 
civilian. Now, if we find these alpacas and bring them back we can just forget about all of it, 
but we can’t do that if you two keep causing problems for me.” 
 Really, Maria knew there was no real evidence that Julius had released the alpacas, 
and it was likely that he provoked the one which attacked him, but she was hoping the two 
wouldn’t think too hard about the circumstances. Which they didn’t. Julius looked 
thunderstruck after her outburst, standing with his thighs clasped together and one 
questioning hand hanging in a half-point towards Grace, who had screwed her face up into 
an expression which seemed to be half unbridled fury and half unbridled indigestion. 
 Maria spun on her heel and tramped off down the trail. Although she didn’t wait to 
check, Grace and Julius followed her wordlessly, pointedly looking out into the forest and 
not at each other. 

 Fortunately, the alpacas had only run slightly further down the trail, but they were 
even more skittish than the first time Maria found them. She couldn’t even take a few steps 
towards them without the alpacas humming to each other and backing away. 
 Maria grew more and more frustrated as she backed the animals further and further 
down the trail. She would make a move and then freeze as they moved away from her. Then 
she would crouch to the ground and wait a moment. When they had settled and were once 
again clustered into each other, she would move towards the alpacas again, and the cycle 
would repeat itself. Grace didn’t offer help, and Maria didn’t ask. 
 Until she had spent forty-five minutes trying and failing to get closer to them, at 
which point she would have gladly made a deal with the first flame-eyed demon to step out 
from behind a tree, as long as she could catch those alpacas. Julius was standing at the edge of 
the trail, watching a few squirrels dart across the branches. Grace was sitting on a large rock, 
and as Maria approached her, her eyes flicked upwards for a moment, but she didn’t bother 
to turn her head. 
 “Mrs. Guaconi, I need help. How can I get close to those things without them 
bolting?” 
 “My dears are hardly ‘things’, officer.” 
 Maria shrugged. 
 “Now, why should I help you? After you tried to embarrass me in front of Julian?” 
 I didn’t really do too much on that front, Maria thought, but instead said “Because 
they’re YOUR alpacas and the alternative is I leave and they stay out here wandering in the 
woods. Honestly, I think the county could use a wild alpaca population.” 
 Grace sat for a minute. Then, she pulled out a gallon Ziploc bag from a backpack she 
had brought with her and handed it to Maria. It was packed to bursting with small orange 
cubes. 
 “Here, cubed carrots. They really like them. They have to be chopped up so the dears 
don’t choke on them.” 
 So alpacas are frail as shit and need to be pampered so they don’t keel over, Maria 
thought. She took the bag without a word and walked back towards the alpacas. Once she 
was about seven feet away, they started to look antsy, so she pulled out a few carrot cubes 
and held them out in her hand. One bold alpaca, excruciatingly slowly, began to walk 
towards her. Once it was close enough, it bent its head down and pulled the cubes from her 
hand, leaving a slick of slobber behind. Maria grimaced, but poured more carrots out. The 
other alpacas slowly wandered over, and soon, all three were eating from her palm. 

 After a little while, the alpacas had calmed down, and both Grace and Julius seemed 
to have cooled off. Maria hoped their silence would last a little while longer, though. They 
were headed back to the Guaconis’ house as the world’s strangest hiking party, but it was 
slow going. Maria was struck by the similarities between an alpaca and a hearse. Both big and 
hard to control. The animals would too often stop to gnaw at a plant on the side of the trail 
or, infuriatingly, pull at the ropes which Grace had tied around their necks. 
 They might as well have been a hearse as far as Maria was concerned. If Julius or 
Grace complained to the sheriff, she be out of the force quicker than an escaped alpaca. 
Sheriff Brons was running for mayor, and he wanted the Goddardvandans and the Guaconis, 
or more specifically their money, on his side. 
 Lost in her thoughts, Maria didn’t notice the first sprinkles of rain until the drops 
were large enough to roll in long wet tracks down her face. 
 “God damn it,” Julius complained. 
 “All right, all right, let’s just get back to the house, ok?” Maria’s alpaca huffed and 
pulled at the rope, nearly yanking it out of her hands. “Come on now, settle down.” Out of 
all the animals in the mountains, she never would have guessed alpacas would cause her this 
much trouble. And now with the rain, progress back along the trail would be slow.  As the 
dirt turned to mud under their feet, the alpacas’ hooves sank into it like wet cement, sticking 
in the ground as they jerkily made their way down the trail. 
 They walked mostly silently. Apart from Julius grumbling to himself, Maria heard 
nothing but the squelching of their footsteps, the splashing of rain, and an occasional angry 
grunt from the alpacas, whose curly fur had been soaked through and hung off their bodies 
like ratty washrags trailing off a clothesline. She thought it served them right for running off 
in the first place. 
 Grace was strangely quiet. So far, she had made no complaints about the situation, but 
sullenly trudged through the rain. Her gray hair looked as ragged as the alpacas’ fur, and 
shadowed the deep lines of a frown on her face. She looked uncertain, rather than angry, and 
Maria wasn’t sure whether to be thankful she was spared her temper or worried because she 
didn’t have anything to yell at. 
 The rain only grew stronger, the drops grew to the size of large pebbles struck Maria 
like bullets. It felt like every one fell through the trees above her with the express purpose of 
splashing into her eyes. The alpaca she was leading shook itself, in an awkward, dance-like 
way, but the water which flew off of its fur couldn’t make her any more soaked than she 
already was.  
 As the storm worsened, so did Grace’s frown. A clap of thunder made her jump. 
“Maria,” she yelled over the noise, “I need to talk to you!” 
 Maria pretended not to hear and kept walking. She wanted to be back at the house 
and out of the rain as soon as possible. But when Grace strode up behind her, splashing mud 
onto the leg of her pants, and gripped her arm with a bear trap of a hand, Maria could not 
ignore her. 
 “Maria!”  
Maria tugged on her alpaca’s rope, and it stopped, swishing its head indignantly. 
Grace looked worried; she had to yell, fighting against nature which seemed 
determined to drown out every other noise besides its boisterous weather. “I thought you 
might want to know… or really, I should probably tell you… there’s a reason this trail isn’t 
used much anymore!” 
 Something in Grace’s tone made Maria’s skin prickle. “And what’s that?” 
 “Well, the mountain up here is, well… unstable? That’s probably the best way to 
describe it. To put it bluntly, there have been a few landslides.” 
 Maria’s heart plummeted faster than the raindrops falling from the clouds. 
“Landslides?” 
 “Yes. Apparently some rather large ones. We should hurry up if we’re going to get my 
alpacas back home safe.” 
 “What? No. No no no. JULIUS!” Maria shouted ahead at the man, who hadn’t realized 
the other two had stopped. He turned around, yanked the rope around his poor alpaca’s 
neck, and dragged it back towards them. 
 “What are you doing, officer? We need to keep moving.” Grace prodded. 
 “Oh, no. Julius, fun fact, Grace just informed that this trail is prone to landslides!” 
 “WHAT?” Julius rounded on the Mrs. Guaconi. “We could get swept down this 
mountain any god damn second and we’re out here for some fucking ALPACAS?” he roared. 
“That’s insane! That’s bullshit!” 
 Maria never thought the day would come when she agreed with Julius 
Goddardvandan. These alpacas were really ruining the natural order. “I’m sorry, Mrs. 
Guaconi, we need to leave the alpacas here and get to safety. It’s not worth it! And if we-” 
 “No! Unacceptable!” Even through the water streaming down her face, Grace’s gaze 
was hard and her voice was steely. “I’m not taking one more step back unless these darlings 
are ALL coming with me. And, as an officer it is YOUR job to help me and keep me safe!” 
 Maria gripped the rope in her hand until the knife-like fibers bit into her palm. She 
imagined just dropping the rope and taking off, leaving them both behind to pull themselves 
out of the forest mud. But she couldn’t. Because no matter how she felt towards them, if 
Grace or Julius didn’t make it back to their families, she’d never be able to live with herself. 
“Fine. All right, we’ll get your fucking alpacas back home. It’ll slow us down, and we very 
well may get swept down this whole mountain by a landslide, but fine.” 
 Maria and Grace tugged at their ropes and began to gingerly lead their alpacas down 
the trail. But Julius didn’t move. Maria stopped and turned around. “Mr. Goddardvandan, we 
need to go. Come on, please!” 
 “No. No, this is bullshit. I’m not risking my life for a damn animal.” He dropped the 
end of his rope. His alpaca, without the insistent tug around its neck, began to slowly edge 
away from him. 
 “Mr. Goddardvandan, please! We will make it back, I promise you! Just grab that rope 
and take-” 
 Maria was cut off by the loudest silence she had ever heard. The rain dulled to a 
murmur, but time slowed and she thought she could pick out every individual raindrop as it 
hit the earth. Every tree, every leaf, every root and rock and blade of grass, buzzed with 
anticipation. Maria felt the forest around her draw in one single, timeless breath. 
 And then the world broke in half in a ragged streak of searing light and the deafening 
roar of thunder. The mountainside to their right exploded far above their heads in a shower 
of wood, dirt, and debris. Maria couldn’t hear anything but the ringing in her ears. The 
alpacas were rearing and flailing, but Maria had tightened her hold on the rope out of shock. 
She saw Grace out of the corner of her eye frantically clinging to the leash she held. 
 But Julius’ alpaca bolted forward down the trail. He leaped for the rope, but it slipped 
away and he fell face-first in the mud. As the alpaca rushed and stumbled its way down the 
trail, Maria slowly became aware of a low rumble underneath the ringing. The alpaca 
stopped dead for an instant, as if some long-dormant instinct had warned it of danger, but a 
split second too late. Maria could only watch in shocked silence as a huge, jagged boulder, 
knocked loose from the mountain, bounced onto the trail and smashed into the hapless 
alpaca, which was knocked into the air and sent ragdolling down the side of the mountain. 
The boulder crashed after it, plowing through young trees and underbrush on its destructive 
path towards the valley. 
 Maria grabbed Julius and yanked him upright, before shoving Grace in the back, 
causing her to stumble forward a few steps. Then Maria grabbed the rope and pulled, 
dragging her petrified alpaca down the trail until it finally started to move its legs again. 
Their feet sank into the trail with every step they took, but they ran as fast as they could 
back towards the Guaconis’ home. Maria risked a glance up the mountain. She regretted it 
immediately. The very earth seemed to be pulsing with some erratic life, as if the mountain 
was taking great choking breaths. The ground was shifting, moving over itself as trees leaned 
and fell, pulling great clumps of soil with them, causing more trees to lose their stability, 
until the whole mountainside began to slide down the slope towards them. Maria clutched 
the rope in her hands and continued her stumbling run down the trail. 
 The three of them floundered back down the mountain, followed by the crackling 
and creaking of bending, toppling trees, as if the angry forest itself was chasing them back to 
the house. The driving rain washed over Maria’s face, flushing her vision away. All she could 
see was the blurred figures of Julius and Grace in front of her. They were both there, but it 
was so dark that Maria couldn’t tell which struggling silhouette belonged to who. One of 
them stumbled and fell, and the other grabbed their arm, jerking them to their feet. 
 Every flash of harsh lightning lit the forest up like a ghostly wonderland around 
Maria. The shapes of loose rocks and foliage flashed through the trees like beasts, and Maria 
kept running. Praying that she wouldn’t be struck, by lightning, by rocks, or by anything 
else nature tried to kill her with. She was determined not to die out here, with nothing but 
one frantic alpaca for company as she took her last breaths. At least not before slapping the 
hell out of Julius and Grace. 
 The rain only got harder, the forest drearier. But when Maria’s feet were caked with 
mud and her bones creaked from the chill of rainwater, she saw the tattered figure of a chain 
link fence emerge from the gloom ahead of her. Julius and Grace slipped through it, and with 
her last bit of energy, Maria pulled her alpaca back into the pen. They stumbled to the door 
on the side of the house and tore it open. A foul gust of wind tried to force itself into the 
house, to follow them inside, but she slammed the door shut. 
 The three of them were covered in mud and gritty rainwater. It sloughed off them in 
great globs, staining indelible marks onto the white carpet. The two alpacas bolted, their 
ropes slipping through the mud and slinging mud across the room. A handful of the guards 
surrounded them, looking somewhat unsure if they should help, or even risk making more of 
a mess in the process. One of them was slapped in the face by an alpaca rope, which left a 
dark streak of grime behind. There was a crash and the clatter of something as the animal ran 
into the hallway. Whatever it was, Maria thought it sounded expensive. 
Mr. Guaconi strode into the room, maintaining his usual silent intimidation even 
despite the storm raging outside. “We all need to get to our storm shelter downstairs. It 
should be safe.” 
With his words punctuated by the pounding of rain, and probably some hail as well, 
just to make things worse, Alberto didn’t sound very convincing. But Maria thought 
anything had to be better than actually running through that damn storm. 
As if to punctuate her thoughts, there was a rumble and the shattering crash of glass 
from somewhere in the house. The wind was in the house. It suddenly wailed three times 
louder and blew a chilling gust through the room. Grace turned and darted down a side 
hallway, followed by her husband and Julius. Just before running after them, Maria heard a 
groaning, rattling whine from the chain link fence outside as it was crushed. The sound was 
tinny and rhythmic, as if the mountain was beating on the walls of the house to be let in. 
Maria followed the others further into the maze of the house, down a thin flight of 
stairs, and through a large metal door. The room on the other side was spacious and empty, 
containing only a pantry with some food and a couple of chairs and tables. Maria 
immediately collapsed onto the floor, leaning against the wall, and cradled her head in her 
hands. She had a blistering headache, and the sound of the wind was still ringing in her ears. 
Even in the bunker, you couldn’t think. Every stray moment of relative silence was 
inevitably broken by a crash of thunder. 
 Grace was sitting at a table, and Alberto had his arms around her. Julius stood in a 
corner, biting a thumbnail. The guards milled around, not sure what to do. Maria laughed 
wryly to herself. Some protection. If the landslide broke through the house, there was 
nothing the guards could do. They could all be buried alive down here. 
 They were underneath the ground, inside of the mountain. She felt rumbling in the 
wall behind her. They had left the alpacas upstairs. They ran off on their own, so if they 
didn’t make it, Maria figured it was their own fault at this point. She was exhausted and 
drained from the run back, and despite the adrenaline, her exhaustion and the rhythm of the 
mountain breathing at her back pulled her to sleep. 

 Maria woke up sometime later. She was alone. The room was dark and the mountain 
was still. She couldn’t hear the sound of the storm anymore. Standing up, she gingerly made 
her way to the thin strip of light seeping around the shelter door. When she pulled it open, 
she was face to face with one of the Guaconi’s guards. 
 “Mrs. Guaconi told me to wait for you. Follow me.” 
 He led her up the stairs and back through the house. The rain had stopped, and 
outside the sky was dark. When they passed by the remnants of the alpaca pen, Maria saw 
Grace slowly picking up bits of metal from the mangled fence. The two remaining alpacas 
were tied to one of the old fenceposts. The majority of the pen was covered in dirt and rocks, 
from the landslide encroaching on the Guaconis’ home. And yet Grace was already hard at 
work trying to fix the damage. Maria was struck by her resolve. Some part of her wanted to 
step out that door under the stars and help Grace reclaim some small part of what nature had 
taken back, but the guard coaxed her along the hallway towards the front of the house. 
 The landslide had come towards the house at an angle. They had been lucky. The 
path of destruction had mostly missed the Guaconi mansion, besides breaking a couple 
windows, which not spilled soft earth into the hallways. Maria could simply step around the 
broken glass and debris. On the other hand, the driveway looked apocalyptic. 
 When she emerged from the house, the first thing she noticed was the lack of forest. 
The trees opposite the front door, on the slope down the mountain, had been pushed over, 
rolled down the slope like small toys. Then, Maria choked back a laugh. Julius was sulking 
beside his Pacifica, which had been crushed against a particularly sturdy oak tree. Alberto 
was cleaning rocks away from Maria’s cruiser, which seemed unharmed. If it had been 
scratched by the rocks, the new ones simply blended in with the old. 
 “Mr. Guaconi!” Maria called out across the driveway. 
 Alberto straightened himself up with a groan and walked over to her. “I didn’t get a 
chance to say, but I’m glad you’re all right, officer.” 
 “How is Grace? I saw her working.” 
 “She’ll be alright, she just needs to spend some time with them. It’s a sad thing, but 
it’s our problem.”  
 Maria quickly bit back her offer to help. 
 Alberto turned around. “Hey, Julius! Come over here.” 
 The downtrodden man walked over. “What do you want? I just lost my fucking car.” 
 Alberto raised an eyebrow. “Better than some things you could have lost.” Then he 
sighed. “We’ll need some repairs done on the house. Maybe… I’ll see about repainting. But 
get out of here. Officer, can you give him a lift down the mountain.” 
 “Sure thing. Come on, Mr. Goddardvandan.” 
 They climbed in the car and left the house, rumbling their way over the remains of 
the landslide. Julius was refreshingly silent. As she glanced at him in the rearview mirror, 
Maria had to wonder if he would go right back to fighting with the Guaconis again. Or if 
Viper Bluff had given the families enough of a scare that maybe they would cool down for a 


















 Once a man named Rod met a young girl named Maggie. Rod was a toymaker. He 
showed Maggie how to fashion magic from metal, how to create small insect automata which 
buzzed and swarmed and birds which chased them down in a flashing mimicry of nature. 
 Maggie was lonely. And as lonely children often do, she made up friends for herself. 
Using what Rod taught her, she would bring them to life, small creatures fashioned from old 
cogs and sprockets her father brought home from his engineering job.  
 I learned that from Rod himself, one night in the Moose Loft kitchen. He 
remembered Maggie. I’ll never understand how easy it is to remember a smiling face. What 
Rod didn’t know was that Maggie stayed lonely. And when she had grown up and all the 
friends she had once cherished had broken down, she made one more. More ambitious than 
any of her projects before. She made a husband, and that husband was me. 
 I shared this connection with Rod, and he just laughed. That was confusing to me; I 
was still learning. I knew what humor was, but couldn’t always see it, so I asked. Rod replied 
“Isn’t it just ironic, March? How the world runs itself in circles like this?” 

 I met a fortune-telling machine, who, only a month and a half later, had become a 
fixture at the Moose Loft. Every evening, the bar would be filled with the sounds of not only 
excitable patrons, but also a relentless clang and whirr as the fortunes slid out of the small 
slot into the grasping, drunken hands of another fortune-seeker. At first, the fortuneteller 
had not known what to make of its new home, and the raucous crowds would receive 
fortunes which were stiff and robotic, like something you could find in the bland rubble of a 
fortune cookie. But soon, they became more daring and clever, and the fortuneteller would 
leave great crowds of people rolling with slightly slurred laughter. 
 I would watch this throughout the evening, occasionally breaking my attention when 
another customer asked for a drink. Then, when the Moose Loft closed down, I might head 
back upstairs to the room Rod had given me, wind myself up again, and tinker with scrap 
metal until morning, bending small slivers of shining steel around each other. The walls of 
my room were decorated with tiny sculptures stuck into the wood, stars and keys and birds 
which clacked their beaks and spread their wings. Rod had taught me how to create those, to 
use gears and wound springs to bring metal to life. But all of my sculptures were lopsided, 
imperfect. 
 Often, though, I would stay downstairs, and sit by the fortuneteller. We would talk 
through the night, until the morning, and I would listen to stories. Stories of the 
fortuneteller’s time with the Magical Mechanical Menagerie, and how wide the world is. 
One night, it asked me a question, one that I couldn’t answer. It was always good at that. 
 “Why do you create those sculptures?” The small slip of paper crinkled in my hands. 
 “I don’t know.” I said. Which was the truth. I worked with metal because it was 
something to fill the time. And I was fascinated with the automatons I made, because the 
same gears wound in their chest as in mine. 
 “March, you mentioned once that you don’t want to stay here forever. Will you 
leave?” 
 “I don’t know that, either. I’m sorry.” Apologies seemed to slip out sometimes, but I 
knew no one expected them of me. 
 I worked at the Moose Loft for two years. The questions kept coming. Slowly, the 
fortuneteller chipped away at my uncertainty, with a kind of practiced resolve that makes 
me wonder if, somehow, he really could see the future. My metalwork grew grander. Instead 
of small sculptures, I made dioramas and models, living breathing cities which glistened in 
copper and brass. 
 Then, one morning, Rod knocked on the door of my room. “March?” He called, and 
without waiting for an answer, swung the door open. Which was fine, metal people like me 
don’t need much privacy. “March! You’re coming with me today!” He beamed as he looked 
around the room. “Bring some of your work! We’re gonna show it off.” 
 Some of the patrons of the bar were around the age of 60. They looked like Rod. He 
had black and grey hair which frizzed on the top of his head. This day, he was wearing jeans 
and a bright tartan shirt, just slightly garish enough to draw attention. In two years, he 
hadn’t changed, or ever had any worries. On the contrary, the world seemed to adjust itself 
to fit Rod’s needs. 
 “Rod, where are we going?” I asked, but not before grabbing a few small, iridescent 
beetles from the table. Rod’s whims usually turned out to be good ideas. 
 “Into Loftington. There’s somewhere I want to show you. Honestly, I should have 
before now.” He laughed. “Your fortuneteller friend kicked me in the ass about it, though.” 
 He swept me downstairs and towards the door, but before we left, there was a clatter 
and whirr from the corner. The fortuneteller gave me another message. “Goodbye, March.” 
 “Goodbye. I will be back soon!” I replied. At the time, it seemed strange. The 
fortuneteller was never the sentimental type, especially if I was simply out for the day. 

 I had loved Loftington from the day I saw it, but the city took its time getting used to 
me. A metal man isn’t normal, no matter how he looks.  But eventually, the sideways looks 
on a trip into town stopped as word spread, and as people saw me at the bar. Sometimes it’s a 
relieving feeling to fade from an oddity into part of the landscape. 
 So I was confused when Rod pulled his hand from the wheel and yanked a map from 
under his seat; we had both been here long enough to know where we were going. “Take a 
look at that map, March. Find Bellamy Street for me.” 
 Loftington was a crisscrossed mess, like the city planners had taken all their streets 
and poured them into a mixer, spreading the paste onto their land. But with some effort, I 
found the road. It was small, and cut through the space between two more major roads, 
Holfield Lane and Paik Street. “Alright, I found it Rod. I can get you there.” 
 “Oh, no need, I know where it is. Just wanted to tell you something. You wanna 
know the fun thing about Bellamy Street?” He paused expectantly. 
 “What is that?” 
 “It doesn’t exist.” 
 At first, I wasn’t sure I had heard him right over the roaring of the highway. “What 
do you mean?” 
 “I mean it’s not real! Pretty simple March, you might need to wind yourself up a bit if 
you’re getting slow.” He cackled, but was cut off by a choking cough. “Well, you’ll see when 
we get there.” 
 Loftington wasn’t a huge city, but large enough, and hilly as well. The buildings 
rolled like ocean waves as we drove past them, up and back down again. On one of the 
narrower streets, a purple tour bus bore down on us, just barely squeezing between Rod’s car 
and a chocolate shop on the sidewalk. It had a huge print of a foaming beer glass running 
down the side, under the open windows. A few of the beetles I had brought clambered across 
me. I wound them back up when they started to slow down. 
 We parked in a small parking lot, so steeply sloped that the cars seemed to be on the 
edge of rolling over the gravel lot and into the middle of the street. Rod jumped out of the 
car, swung a leather handbag onto his shoulder and called out “Alright, let’s go.” Then he 
took off down the street, weaving his way around other pedestrians. I lumbered after him. 
Conveniently, sidewalks always seem to clear out for me when I pass by. 
 We walked for a short time, only a few minutes, before Rod stopped in front of a 
small building set back from the road. It didn’t look like anything to me. The building itself 
was only about five feet wide, and maybe two stories tall, if you’re generous. There was one 
door, with a bright pink sign hanging from a hook which read “Bellamy Street”. The borders 
of the sign, and the woodwork of the door itself, was full of complex floral designs. 
 “March, a trap street is a fake street put on maps by the publisher for copyright 
protection. Now, a while back, a group of artists came to Loftington, they wanted to set up a 
marketplace. They had heard from somewhere, who knows where, that there was room on 
Bellamy Street. But when they got here, whoops, it didn’t exist!” Rod pushed the door open 
and pulled me inside by the arm. A small room contained nothing but a staircase which led 
down into the ground. “So, they made do with what they had.” And without any more 
explanation, he began to descend. Rod was never really a fan of filling in the little details. 
 But at the bottom, I could understand why he hadn’t. Bellamy Street was incredible. 
It was a huge cave underground, lit up bright as day by huge multicolored lamps. The walls 
of the cave were decorated with gigantic murals and paintings, swirls of color covering every 
inch of the rock. There was a crowd made of music, a jungle scene of abstract shapes and 
figures, a seal swimming through an ocean of clouds, and countless others that I hadn’t even 
taken a good look at yet. It was amazing how the people of Loftington had taken this place 
and turned it into something completely their own. 
 The cave was filled with small tables and stalls with customers milling around in the 
aisles between them. Everything from musical instruments to steering wheel warmers was 
on sale, but Rod beelined straight through the middle of the market, and I had to hurry after 
him so that we didn’t get separated in the crowd. We weaved past woman selling handmade 
dulcimers and through a large circle of people all playing different kinds of drums, and 
eventually Rod stopped at a group of three little shops. When I saw them, I rushed past him, 
I couldn’t help myself.  
The tables were covered with all kinds of small clockwork sculptures, exactly like the 
ones I made. Animals and plants and dozens of other pieces of art which ticked and moved 
with their own rhythm.  
“Jedidiah!” Rod called out. Two of the shopkeepers ignored us, but one, a large man 
from the center stall, stood up with a huge grin. 
“Yeah yeah, I know you’re here,” he said. I could see your friend here coming a mile 
away.” He stuck out a hand, and I shook it, but as soon as I did one of my beetles scurried 
down my arm and up Jedidiah’s. He watched it with keen interest, before plucking it from 
his bicep and flipping open its back. It continued to wriggle between his fingers as he 
examined the metallic wonderland of gears inside it. “This is pretty good, but it could be 
better. One of yours, Rod?” That comment stung a little bit. 
“Ha! No, you know I’m pretty busy with the Moose Loft nowadays.” Rod swept 
Jedidiah into a hug, despite the fact the Jedidiah seemed close to squeezing the life out of 
him. “March here made it.” 
“No kidding?” Jedidiah studied me. “This is that metal man I’ve heard so much about? 
Damn, how you doing March?” 
“Very well, thank you. Do you work with metal?” 
“Have my whole life!” He gestured to his table. “Take a look! Nothing as grand as you, 
though, I can say that.” His stall was displaying a forest scene, cast in brass. Miniature 
squirrels and other animals scurried from tree to tree. It all seemed so lively, more than even 
the real world could be. 
Rod placed a hand on my shoulder. “March, Jedidiah has been doing this longer than I 
have. You should work with him for a while, try to improve your metalworking. I really 
think so.” 
“I’d be happy to teach you, March. You’ve already got a real connection to the work, 
after all!” 
I watched my beetles run across the tabletop, and join in with Jedidiah’s forest. They 
were rough, less pristine and refined than the almost jewel-like quality of his work. But at 
the same time, I felt proud. My beetles seemed to blend right in, even with their flaws. I had 
managed to give them a place to belong. 

 Years later, I would come back to Bellamy Street. The murals had been painted over, 
replaced with the imagination of a new set of artists. I made them a sculpture, in the center 
of the cave, of a gargantuan oak tree. Its leaves constantly fall from the branches, only to be 
quickly carried back up and replaced by a team of hardworking beetles. And as long as 
someone is there to wind it, it will never stop. 
 I have visited dozens of places around the world, and my sculptures are in just as 
many. But the Bellamy Oak is my favorite. I haven’t tried to make someone else like me, to 
repeat Maggie’s astonishing feat from long ago. Maybe because of vanity, or maybe 
insecurity. But someday I may, and if I do I hope they find themselves in Bellamy Street. I 
think there’s a very good chance they would. It’s funny. The world tends to run itself in 
circles like that. 
 
